Final Reflection

The idea of creating social businesses with my 8th graders really excited me and still does.  Once I read about Muhammad Yunus and the Grameen Bank, I was hooked on this idea of micro-financing and creating businesses that set out to maximize social good rather than monetary profit.  But that seed of an idea that came from reading and initial research, became this HUGE, and at some times quite overwhelming, endeavor.

My initial question was: What happens when social entrepreneurship and the new capitalism become an integral part of my classroom curriculum?  I wanted the answer to the question to be an educational, inspiring, empowering, engaging, growing experience for all of my students.  That’s what I wanted to happen.

And I can honestly say that, as a teacher and a grad student, I had an educational, inspiring, empowering, engaging, growing experience this year. I grew as a teacher and a learner, and I listened closely to the reflections and thoughts of my students in relation to the social business curriculum I thought that I was designing for them, but that I quickly realized we were designing together. Throughout this process, I wondered if my students were getting as much out of our work together as I was. Now, I wonder how I can make the experience better for students next year.

My data collection methods evolved throughout this project.  Originally, I thought I would look most closely at how my students’ defined success before the project began versus after their participation in the Social Business Project.  My assumption that they would have a profit-driven definition of success was definitely a misconception.  As I read the well-rounded definitions my students had for their own personal success, I realized that I did not need to focus on broadening those definitions. When asked to define success, students wrote answers like: “Success doesn’t have to be like rich and stuff, success is more that you have a happy life and loving family.” Another student wrote that success means “joy and hard work.  To achieve success you need to work hard and be focused in every way and of course, when you achieve that success, you feel joy.”  Another common theme was expressed concisely by one student who wrote that success is “knowing what makes you who you are and demonstrating your identity and passion to others.” After reading their responses, I wanted to celebrate their responses, rather than change them.  So, that’s what we did.  We celebrated their visions of success and I changed the focus of what I hoped my project would achieve.  Most of all, I wanted to empower my kids through our project.  As with any project, I wanted my kids to feel powerful, capable and brilliant.  I wanted them to be as excited as I was about social businesses and working together to change the community and the world for the better.  Many of them were interested by t he idea of social entrepreneurship and the new capitalism right from the start. I think it helped that I was genuinely excited about the content I was teaching and learning enthusiastically along with them.  

When it came time for students to build their own social businesses in groups, the struggle began.  I wanted my students to be engaged in the project because of their personal connection with the cause they chose.  Yet, some of the students were not as passionate as others.  I wanted them to feel empowered to make positive change, but some of them felt overwhelmed by the challenge.  I wanted them to be able to overcome challenges and persevere, but some groups wanted to keep their plans hypothetical instead of making them a reality, because they felt the reality of trying to make that change was too daunting.

My students and I worked through these challenges and in the end, we persevered.  Although my main question never changed, my sub-questions became much more interesting to me.  One question that really sticks with me after analyzing all of my students’ reflections and asking them this same question in video-interviews is: What allows some groups to persevere and overcome challenges, while other groups hit roadblocks and cannot seem to get over them? After looking at data and talking with my students, I realize this ability to persevere is tied directly into students’ sense of engagement, personal connection to a project and their belief in themselves and their ability to make change.  I wanted all of my students to feel empowered by this project and confident in their ability to make a positive difference.  I am not sure if I was successful to the degree I wanted to be.  In fact, as a teacher, I find that I am never as successful as I set out to be.  I want all of my students to walk away every day feeling loved, fully capable to make positive change, and as Paolo Friere wrote, I want my students “to be able to participate in the transformation of their world.”  

As I talked to students who felt discouraged at points along their social business journey, I realized that I have a long way to go in inspiring all of my students to believe in their ability to enact meaningful change.  Yet, with these continued conversations and celebrations of perseverance with my students, I am learning more strategies to help promote a sense of empowerment and perseverance.  HTMMA Thinks Pink far exceeded my expectations of what was possible for this project and they worked on their 5k event long after the required project was over.  They were motivated by a personal connection to the cause of fighting breast cancer and they worked tirelessly outside of class.  Their success was deeply felt by every group member.  They went above and beyond the project expectations.  Their sense of engagement and empowerment was not created by our project.  It came from within; the opportunity presented by the project just helped to pull it out.  How can I get more groups to be that connected and dedicated to their cause, so that my expectations become merely a floor to jump off from, rather than a ceiling? Their success story is one I will keep and share for years to come.  It is inspiring and they were able to articulate what drove them to success and pushed them to make their event plan a reality.

It felt strange writing a Conclusions section of my thesis.  I have, in essence, concluded that there is more work to be done.  I am just as excited to answer my action research question next year, the same one, really, with modified sub-questions, as I was to answer it this year.  Yet, next year I will be armed with student feedback and strategies that will help the project and all of us feel more successful. So I hope. Even when I reviewed my thesis with my students who were in my case studies to get their approval on what I wrote about them before I posted it to my web page, my conclusions changed, yet again.  I thought I was certain that it was the reality of making social change that most motivated my students, but one group insisted that the hypothetical social business plan was key, and that both aspects should be required.  

Each time I shared my work and questions with my students, they gave me a fresh perspective. I could tell they felt important and valued when I shared segments of my thesis and questions with them.  One student who took my thesis home to read it before signing a letter saying she approved of the material to post on the web, wrote to me in an e-mail: “Your thesis was the best thesis i have ever read.  It doesn't matter that it was the first one it was great.”  Another student from a different case study, gave me back his signed confidentiality agreement letter signed by himself and his parents and he said, “It’s so cool we’re a part of this study.  I think this will really catch on.”  

Sharing my writing about students with the students showcased in my study was a really positive experience and helped illustrate to them how important their learning and experience in my class is to me.  I am continuing to work on my social business curriculum based on their feedback.  I am asking myself, right now, what will happen next year when I make social entrepreneurship and the new capitalism an integral part of my curriculum with a new group of students?  But, much more importantly, I am asking, how can I inspire my kids and spark their passions to really run with a project?  I guess it’s less about social entrepreneurship and more about helping kids find their passion and believe in their abilities to make positive change in the world. What happens when students identify real-world problems they are passionate about and work together to make meaningful, measurable change?

As teachers, that is the question that we are seeking to answer with our profession.  We are looking at real-world problems and challenges that our students face and we are passionate about working together to make meaningful, measurable, positive change for the students we serve.  Working on this action research project reinforced how passionate I am about being a teacher.  This is my second Masters in Education.  Six years ago, I earned a Masters in Education from UCSD.  My action research question  then focused on how providing an authentic audience for student work affected student motivation.  Although, I finished writing that thesis six years ago, I still apply what I learned, and keep learning more about how audience affects student motivation.  I know that this action research project will also continue to influence my practice and life as a teacher and person long after I submit my thesis.  I want to continue building social businesses with middle school students and building social businesses on my own in the summer.  There is no doubt, I will always be challenged by this project and the implementation of social business models.  

The pursuit of another Masters degree has proven to me that I am addicted to action research.  I love my cohort and the community of teacher-learners I got to be a part of in the High Tech High GSE program.  I loved having a reason to learn new things and discuss research.  This action-research experience led to deep collegial conversations and amazing leadership opportunities.  

Over the last two years, I have found my voice.  I have found myself speaking up at meetings, leading a workshop, promoting service-learning experiences through advisory at my school, and even leading tuning protocols (something I used to be deathly afraid of taking part in).  As a teacher, I feel like I never really know the answers, but it’s the pursuit of those answers that really matters.  I am getting more comfortable not knowing and celebrating the little discoveries that get me closer to understanding how to be a better, more effective educator.  When I am actively pursuing my own education and trying to actively improve as a teacher, I feel more confident in all that I do.  My thesis may be submitted, but my action-research will not be over.  I look forward to posting more questions and lessons learned on web pages to share with other teachers.  There are so many more questions to pursue.

Probably the most important realization I’ll take away from my action research experience this year is that the answer lies in my students.  I only need to ask them for their reflections, their ideas, what they care about….and then, as a teacher, I’ll begin to discover the answer. I will continue to ask them more questions and  listen to their answers in all of my years of teaching.  Teaching and loving kids is my passion.  It is what fulfills me, keeps me engaged and makes me feel empowered.  With the help of my students, I will persevere.  I will continue to strive to reach those goals I can’t ever quite achieve, but they motivate me to keep trying harder.

Lastly, outside of the classroom and my action research question, I have learned some things about myself through this experience that are more about general sustainability, rather than teaching.  The amazingly over-packed schedule of being a teacher-researcher has helped me realize how important it is to take deep breaths, run in the canyon with my dog every morning, play guitar and spend time with the people I love.  My action research project was important to me, but I realized quickly that without health and happiness, I didn’t have what it takes to be an action-researcher.  We have to love what we do for work and study, and make time for what brings us peace and strength, as well.  While I pushed my students to create social businesses, I also spent quite a bit of time this year having my students reflect on what makes them happy in life and how they can make sure to keep those sources of joy central to their future plans.  At the heart of any good project or life, for that matter, is that pursuit of passion, what fulfills us and what motivates us to do our very best.  Ironically, as I finish my reflection, my dog is howling at me and nudging my running shoe towards me.  I must take some time to find peace and strength before moving on to my next big question… 

