
ZIP07537

Pursuing strong curricular connection to students' lives: Addressing conceptual and 

methodological challenges1

Lew Zipin and Alan Reid

University of South Australia

Paper presented at the annual conference of the Australian Association for Research in 

Education, Fremantle, December 2007

Citizenship education, democracy and community

The concept of community has been a constant presence in formal citizenship education 

programs; yet its meaning and connection to curriculum tend to be assumed. This taken-

for-grantedness  masks  a  number  of  significant  ideological  assumptions,  not  least  of 

which are the views of democracy and citizenship  upon which school and classroom 

practice are based. Despite these silences, it is possible to discern some dominant models. 

In this chapter we describe and critique two mainstream curricular approaches to linking 

citizenship  education  and  community,  arguing  that  they  are  based  on,  and  serve  to 

reinforce, thin conceptions of democracy. We then propose an alternative approach, and 

draw upon a research project in which we have been involved to explore problems and 

possibilities of connecting community and curriculum differently: to make the community  

curricular, thereby promoting more socially just education.

The personally responsible citizen 

One  dominant  conception  of  democracy  assumes  an  individualistic  society  with  a 

competitive market economy,  minimal state intervention,  and a citizenry whose prime 

1 A version of this paper will appear in Arthur, J., Davies, I. & Hahn, C. (Eds) (in press), Handbook of  

Educational for Citizenship and Democracy. London, Sage.
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political activity is to choose from options presented by an elite political leadership (Carr 

& Hartnett, 1996). Democracy is thus an aggregation of individual citizen preferences in 

choosing public officials and policies (Young, 2002).  The good citizen therefore is one 

who votes  at  election  times,  pays  taxes,  obeys  laws and voluntarily  undertakes  good 

community works. Westheimer and Kahne (2004) describe this idealised version as the 

personally responsible citizen. Citizenship education’s task is to prepare good citizens by 

developing knowledge about the political system and the role they will play in the future. 

It involves learning for democracy.

In this conception, community is understood as locations outside the school – most often 

official agencies – to be plundered for curriculum contents and activities. For example, 

students may learn about structures and functions of different government levels, visiting 

Parliament and courts, interviewing local dignitaries, and engaging in volunteer service 

activities; or official agents might visit the school to work with students. Community is 

thus an object of study and a resource that supplements the official curriculum.

The participatory citizen 

In a more progressive but still mainstream conception, democracy is a form of social life 

constituted by values of ‘positive’ freedom and political equality. From this perspective, 

democracy only flourishes in a society of informed and active citizens who are involved 

in political debate and public decision making on equal terms, with minimal bureaucratic 

control. The good citizen actively participates in civic affairs at local, state and national 

levels. Westheimer and Kahne (2004) describe this idealised version as a  participatory 
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citizen.  Citizenship education’s task is to develop both knowledge needed to participate 

judiciously  in  political  processes,  and  skills  and  dispositions  to  do  so  actively  and 

productively. It involves learning through democracy.

In this conception, community is seen as an arena for civic engagement where young 

people  learn  democracy  by  participation  in  local  activities,  issues  and  debates.  For 

example, students might identify a local environmental issue, investigate its causes, and 

develop a case to put to the local council or state government for change. Community is 

still  something  to  acted  upon  –  a  place  where  future  citizens  undertake  an  active 

apprenticeship in democracy.

Whilst the  active dimension of the participatory model suggests a stronger democracy 

than the passivity of the personally responsible model, it still constructs ‘community’ as a 

site for pre-given ways of learning how to act in society. In relation to curriculum, local 

community thus effectively remains an object of study – wherein ‘participative’ citizens 

lack  agency to  (re)shape contexts  in  which  their  citizenship  is  enacted  – rather  than 

spaces  for  participatory  (re)making of  social  life  through  curriculum  activity.  Both 

models short-change the potential of community not simply as sites for learning but also 

for creating more robust participatory democracy in education and society.  

A critique of the dominant models of citizenship education

Our critique  entails  three  major  concerns.  First,  these  approaches  sit  squarely within 

dominant and discriminatory curriculum grammars (Tyack & Tobin, 1994). In assuming 
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learners as blank slates to be inscribed by formal education processes, these models reify 

official knowledge that encode the cultural capital of power elite groups – which ‘less 

advantaged’  learners  are  seen to  ‘lack’  –  over  experiences  and knowledges  that  such 

students gain in their lives beyond school. A deficit view of non-elite students and their 

communities is thus projected, while ignoring learning assets in their lifeworlds.

A second and associated point is that both approaches imply acceptance of status quo 

social  structures. The participatory citizen model might tinker at the edges of societal 

change, but broadly takes for granted current social, political and cultural arrangements, 

and thus the inequalities of recognition and distribution inhering within them. This is a 

far cry from what Westheimer and Kahne (2004) call the justice oriented citizen, engaged 

in challenging social inequalities.

Finally,  we  concur  with  Biesta  (2007)  that  both  approaches  are  instrumentalist  and 

individualistic.  They  are  instrumentalist  in  conceiving  education  as  the  major  social 

mechanism for producing the democratic person, thus placing an unrealistic burden on 

schooling.  They are individualistic in their  focus on developing a pre-specified set  of 

knowledge, skills and dispositions for individualised citizens, assumed to need the same 

citizenship capabilities, disregarding cultural differences.

What is the alternative? In our view, a rejuvenated and socially just citizenship education 

must be based on more expansive views of democracy, citizenship and community. We 

are  committed  to  what  Young (2002)  calls  a  deliberative model  of  democracy.  This 

4



involves active discussion of problems, conflicts and claims of need or interest where, 

through open and public dialogue, proposals and arguments are tested and challenged: a 

‘process in  which a large collective  discusses  problems such as  those that  they face 

together, and tries to arrive peaceably at solutions in whose implementation everyone 

will  cooperate’  (Young,  2002,  p.  28).  This  model,  maintains  Young,  entails  key 

normative  ideals  for  the  relationships  and  dispositions  of  democratic  deliberators: 

inclusion, equality, reasonableness and publicity. 

A deliberative model of democratic decision making – which, on a respectful and non-

dominating  basis,  includes  and accords  due agency to  all  who might  significantly  be 

affected by problems under discussion – is more apt to result in socially just decisions. 

Deliberative democratic  processes, argues Young, rely on ‘institutional conditions for  

promoting  self-development  and  self-determination’  (2002,  p.  33)  –  two  ideals  that 

encourage people collectively to counter unequal social relations by pursuing more just 

arrangements.

Such a model  calls  up Deweyan conceptions  of democratic  subjectivity as more than 

‘individual’  in  being  constituted  through  participatory  social  relations.  We share  this 

orientation but observe that, in education, Dewey is often invoked on behalf of projects 

still  premised  on  ‘producing’  democratic  citizens  defined  by  certain  capacities  and 

attributes that they receive without dialectically remaking. In our view, this lapses into 

mainstream individualistic conceptions of education for citizenship. By contrast, our view 

of the politics of subjectivity accords with that of Biesta (2007) who, following Arendt 
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(1958),  proposes  that  the  quality  of  human  interaction,  rather  than  particular 

characteristics  possessed  by  individuals,  constructs  democratic  subjectivity.  In  this 

conception, say Lawy and Biesta (2006), citizenship is ‘… an inclusive and a relational 

concept  which  is  necessarily  located  in  a  distinctive  socio-economic,  political  and 

cultural milieu’ (p. 46). They propose the idea of citizenship-as-practice:

Instead  of  seeing  citizenship  as  the  outcome  of  a  learning  trajectory,  

citizenship-as-practice  suggests  that  young  people  learn  to  be  citizens  as  a  

consequence of their participation in the actual practices that make up their  

lives. From the point of view of democratic citizenship their lives comprise a  

complex mix of democratic and non-democratic practices that are never ideal…

Citizenship-as-practice  enables  an  understanding  of  the  dynamics  of  

citizenship learning that is related to the real lives of the young people. (Lawy 

& Biesta, 2006, p. 45, emphasis added)

Such a view challenges  how ‘community’  has been mobilised in the two mainstream 

approaches  to  citizenship  education  and  argues  for  a  significant  reconceptualization, 

which we will call : making the community curricular2. It is based on a view that moves 

well beyond approaches positing community as a resource for the official curriculum or 

as something mainly to be accepted, and to lesser degrees ‘fixed’, by ‘active’ citizens 

who  apply  sets  of  skills  and  understandings  which  citizenship  education  programs 

presume and transmit. It is an approach that respects communities whilst recognising that 

2 We are indebted to our colleagues Rob Hattam and Sam Sellar for conversations on the concept of 

‘making community curricular’.
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they  are  not  perfect  democratic  arenas.  Correlatively,  a  conception  of  citizenship-as-

practice mobilises active engagement in (re)making communities, which are not marginal 

but central to curriculum work in and for democracy.  

In the next section we begin to ground our idea of ‘making the community curricular’ and 

to explore its implications for a more socially just and participatory citizenship education 

that brings community life into, rather than bracketing it from, curriculum.

A  justice  orientation  to  community,  democracy  and  participatory  citizenship: 

Making community curricular

As should be clear, our critiques of mainstream approaches to citizenship education do 

not  de-emphasize  ‘participation’  but  promote  fuller  and  stronger  participatory 

citizenship in democratic communities, as suggested in different ways by Barber (1984), 

Habermas, (1990), Fraser (1997) and others. Whether or not democratic,  we conceive 

communities as internally complex, dynamic and shared social spaces, continually under 

construction  by diverse  agents  who inhabit  them.   In  democratic communities,  those 

diverse agents share equivalent agency to shape their self-governing discourses, norms, 

practices and relations through knowledge-constructing communicative interactions. 

Indeed,  we view current  social  spaces  –  and particularly  institutional spaces  such as 

schools – as transected by historically  sedimented  social  structures of unequal  power 

relations that prevent equivalent agency among culturally diverse peoples. To be socially 

just, then, communities need ongoing capacity to reconstruct communicative processes in 
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the  direction  of  more  egalitarian  social  relations  across  –  and  sustaining  –  cultural 

differences.  Balancing  the  sometimes  contradictory  but  dually  compelling  ethical 

principals of (1)  redistributing more equally the means – material, social, political and 

cultural – of agency to influence change; and (2) recognizing diverse cultural claims, is a 

crucial  challenge  for  building  strongly  democratic  institutions  in  globalizing  times 

(Benhabib, 2002; Fraser, 2003).

As microcosmic community spaces that work to re-make society, democratic classrooms 

would foster capacities to contest institutional mechanisms that privilege more powerful 

social-cultural groups and so reinforce unequal schooling experiences and outcomes. A 

major  challenge  is  to  cease  giving  primary  curriculum  place  to  power-elite  cultural 

capital (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990), instead incorporating diverse cultural knowledges 

and  dispositions.  Correlatively,  educators  would  abandon  trans-missionary  modes  of 

pedagogy  in  which  they  position  themselves  as  mono-logical  imparters  to  learners, 

assumed as ‘receptive vessels’ (Freire, 1996), filling presumed ‘deficits’ in knowledge 

and skills that ‘count’. Rather, educators would pursue an ‘un-silenced dialogue’ (Delpit, 

1995),  positioning  themselves  to  learn  from students  about  their  cultural  assets for 

learning – their lifeworld ‘funds of knowledge’ (Moll et al., 1992; Gonzalez et al., 2005) 

– which could be incorporated in more relevant and thus engaging curriculum.

Increased learning engagement is thus built through curriculum that connects classroom 

learning community to lived-cultural communities that learners inhabit outside school. 

This is a key sense of ‘making the community curricular’: taking learners’ community 
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lives into curriculum. Another key sense, in reverse direction, is to re-make communities 

through curriculum work in which students create new knowledge about, and for, their 

locales. In this way learners give back to, and so revitalize, their local communities. Such 

curricular (re)making of community is a proactive civics: a participation in (re)building 

civil  society,  constituting  a far  more engaged civics  education than that  which mines 

community locations for contents to plug into official curricula that covertly privilege the 

cultural modes of power-elite social groups. 

The root (or ‘radical’) democratization that takes non-elite community cultures seriously 

(not  tokenistically)  within  curriculum goes  against  deeply  systemic  grains  of  power 

asymmetry.  While  there  have  been  notable  successes  (e.g.  Wigginton,  1986;  Meier, 

2002), they stand as exceptional cases, without precipitating broad systemic reform. Even 

the most favorable contexts for root curricular democracy encounter systemic obstacles 

and problematic tensions, calling for ethical courage, conceptual clarity and pragmatic 

readiness to experiment. In what follows, we first draw on literatures to outline a general 

rationale and approach for pursuing a ‘making community curricular’ approach (hereafter 

referred to as MCC) to facing deeply problematic tensions in pursuit of social-educational 

justice. We then look more finely at the pragmatic complexities of negotiating systemic 

obstacles, drawing on the illustrative case of an action research project in which, with 

colleagues, we sought to put this MCC approach to work.

Designing asset-oriented curriculum: Putting lifeworld funds of knowledge to use
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A deep problematic for all efforts to build curriculum that justly values the cultures of 

diverse learners,  and not just  power-elite  culture,  is the ethical  warrant – in societies 

structured by contests to accumulate capital – to redistribute the cultural capital needed to 

‘win’ in school to learners who do not inherit it from their families. Our MCC approach 

embraces  Delpit’s  (1995)  argument  for  a  two-way approach  to  ‘doing  justice’  when 

educating ‘other people’s children’ (those from less powerful social  positions,  and so 

‘other’ to the ‘culture of power’). On the one hand, we need to redistribute the codes of 

elite cultural capital, making them explicit and practicable through pedagogic scaffolding 

techniques.  On the  other  hand,  we need  to  embed  such  efforts  within  curricula  that 

recognize, valorize and make use of home and community knowledges of those we teach. 

Redistributing power-elite cultural capital is crucial to combating differential effects in 

which  the  less  powerful  are  tracked  downward  through  ‘community-based’  curricula 

alone,  while  the elite  march  upward along paths of  ‘academic’  distinction  (Bernstein 

1990). Chances at mainstream academic success matter for accessing trajectories beyond 

poverty,  ill  health and more.  Yet the recognition impulse is even more vital,  both for 

broader ethical purposes of keeping diverse cultures alive, and for pedagogical purposes 

of  engaging ‘other people’s children’ through familiar social-cultural resonances. After 

all, if students are not meaningfully engaged they are not really ‘there’ in teaching-and-

learning interactions; and curriculum based primarily on power-elite cultural capital, no 

matter  how well  we make  it  explicit  and practicable,  tends  to  alienate  learners  from 

‘other’ cultures.
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Thin democratic efforts toward multicultural recognition of other cultures tend to treat 

them as tokenistic add-ons with secondary capital value (as when the learning of other 

cultures is touted as ‘valuable in a global knowledge economy’).  This relegates ‘other 

cultures’ to weaker value relative to dominant curricular ‘standards’, which does nothing 

to challenge the win-lose logic that converts culture into capital. We argue that cultural 

knowledge loses its use value – and therefore its vital use for creating engaged learning – 

when traded  as  a  commodity  for  ‘profit’  in  education  ‘markets’.  For  example,  when 

power-elite literacy modes become the coin of the realm to win in school, their prime 

value becomes the power they accumulate to exchange in order to accumulate yet more 

advantage.  To thus convert  cultural  literacies  to  exchange values abstracts  them from 

their use values for making communicative meaning in contexts of lived relevance. When 

schools operate as high-stakes markets of cultural competition, the vitalities of cultural 

practices among people in diverse local communities are sadly diminished in relation to 

‘gold standards’ of restricted exchange value.

In pursuing vital  learning  engagement,  MCC seeks to  attenuate  the culture-as-capital 

logic that privileges power-elite ways of knowing. MCC instead embraces the culture-as-

use logic in the concept of community funds of knowledge offered by Moll, Gonzalez and 

associates (Moll et al., 1992; Gonzalez et al., 2005). Moll et al. (1992) define ‘funds of 

knowledge’ as ‘historically accumulated and culturally developed bodies of knowledge 

and skills’ (p. 133) of significant use as ‘household and other community resources’ (p. 

132). When curriculum builds around knowledge and skills thus put to use in the fuller 

lives of learners beyond school, ‘we can organize classroom instruction that far exceeds 
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in  quality  the  rote-like  instruction  that  … children  commonly  encounter  in  schools’, 

argue Moll et al. (p. 132), thus ‘transforming students’ diversities into pedagogical assets’ 

(Moll & Gonzalez, 1997, p. 88). This asset orientation inverts the typical deficit view in 

which schools see non-elite families and communities

 as places from which children must be saved or rescued, rather than places that,  

in addition to problems (as in all communities) contain valuable knowledge and 

experiences that can foster … educational development (Moll & Gonzalez 1997, 

p. 98).

The democratic importance of ‘turning around’ (Comber & Kamler, 2005) from a deficit 

to an asset view of the cultural knowledges and learning potentials of ‘less advantaged’ 

students is accented in Thomson’s (2002) concept of virtual school bags. This metaphor 

signifies what Bourdieu (1977) calls habitus: the subjective embodiment of cultural ways 

of knowing that infuse practices of intimate social habitats, especially in early childhood. 

The contents of virtual school bags are thus acquired at a deeply internalized level, as 

more-or-less subconscious dispositions for perceiving and acting as a self in relation to 

others in social contexts. As put by Thomson and Hall (2007, pp. 2-3):

[C]hildren come to  school  with  virtual  school  bags  … [filled  with  home and 

community]  knowledges,  experiences  and  dispositions.  However,  school  only 

draws  on  the  contents  of  some children’s  school  bags  … [that]  match  those  

required in the game of education. Children who already ‘know’ and can ‘do’  
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school are thus advantaged in the classroom right from the outset while those … 

[not  showing]  the  required  ways  of  speaking,  acting  and  knowing  start  at  a  

disadvantage.  Through  the  selective  practices  of  pedagogy,  the  gap  grows  

between … [those of different] class, [cultural] heritage and gender.

In hidden curricula of early schooling, ‘other people’s children’ thus pick up messages 

that cultural ways of knowing in their ‘schoolbags’ – vital to their family/community-

based identities – are gravely ‘deficient’ and should stay zipped up for the duration of 

their school years. To design curricula that welcome these ways of knowing out of the 

bag and into classroom use – as assets for learning – is thus an act of radical democracy: 

it  gets  to  the  root of  participatory  democracy  as  a  governance  mode  that  accords 

equivalent agency to diverse learners. As Thomson and Hall (2007) say, it challenges 

what counts as important knowledge so that the dominant forms of knowledge are  

de-centered and more inclusive models of knowing – and being – are allowed for 

and taught to all (p. 3).

A view of  diverse cultural  knowledges  as  funds for  learning,  based on  use-values  in 

people’s lives, thus interrupts the mainstream educational  ‘game’ that selects  for elite 

cultural  capital. While accepting a pragmatic need, in societies structured by a capital 

accumulation  logic,  to redistribute  ‘winning’  cultural  modalities  to learners  from less 

powerful families, it gives curricular pride of place to use values wherein all have agency 

to (re)make community more democratically. It stimulates qualitative and ethical shifts in 
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both educators’ and learners’ senses of what knowledge, and what knowledge-transacting 

relations, have teaching-and-learning ‘value’: not the exchange-value power of restricted 

cultural knowledge, enacting relations structured by competition to accumulate capital; 

but the use-value agency of people to create egalitarian and inclusive – i.e. democratic – 

curriculum and society that puts their richly diverse cultural learning assets to use.

Shifting  from  a  deficit/exchange-value  to  an  asset/use-value  approach  to  curriculum 

entails  a participatory democratic  concept  of ‘culture’  as open to change through the 

agency of social groups to (re)make their knowledge, practices and relations. Emphasis is 

on ‘the everyday lived experiences of students and their  families’  (Moll & Gonzalez, 

1997, p. 90): i.e. on culture as lived process, not static products or artifacts. This dynamic 

and internally variegated sense of lived culture troubles holistic reifications such as ‘the 

culture’  of  a  class,  ethnic  group,  or  even  local  community.  Such  reductions  conceal 

diversity in and across communities sharing a geographic locale or school; and they fail 

to indicate where culture is vitally lived by particular learners. Our MCC approach thus 

favors  the  phenomenological  concept  of  lifeworlds,  signifying  multiple  spaces  of 

concretely lived and experienced embodiment – in homes, peer groups, sports fields, etc. 

It understands intimate lifeworlds, not more generalized ‘community’, as the loci wherein 

students use and re-make knowledge funds around which they build significant identities. 

MCC thus  seeks  to  negotiate  curriculum units  in  which  learners’  lifeworlds  are  the 

starting point for student engagement with, and research of, funds of knowledge.

14



However, we have so far addressed MCC in the direction of taking  lifeworld funds of 

knowledge into curriculum. A concept of community gathers renewed importance in the 

reverse direction, as a locus of giving back. It is also where possibilities and problematics 

for  rich  civics  education  were highlighted  in  an action  research project  with  a  MCC 

design: Redesigning Pedagogies in the North (RPiN)3. 

Possibilities and problematics for a rich community-building civics

A three-year project with a middle-years focus, RPiN is located in the South Australian 

city  of  Adelaide’s  northern  suburbs,  among  the  most  ‘disadvantaged’  regions  in 

Australia. Alienated by mainstream curricula, secondary students typically leave school 

early  or  barely  graduate,  with  uncertain  future  trajectories  (Smyth  et  al,  2000). 

Mobilizing a MCC approach, RPiN pursued curriculum and pedagogy that both engages 

students and enables academic success by: (1) building rigorous curriculum units around 

culturally resonant funds of knowledge from students’ local lifeworlds; and (2) pedagogic 

scaffolding of such ‘curricula of engagement’ into connection with learning the cultural 

capitals needed for mainstream academic success.

The  13  University  and  32  teacher  researchers  (from  10  secondary  schools)  met  in 

periodic roundtables to plan and evaluate project work. Early roundtables involved study 

of literatures, and exercises to develop  ethnographic imagination about students’ local 

lives, informed by classroom activities in which students taught about their lifeworlds: 

3 Redesigning Pedagogies in the North (RPiN), led by a research team from the University of South 

Australia, is partly funded by the Australian Research Council as a ‘Linkage’ project (LP0454869) with 

industry partners: (1) the Northern Adelaide Secondary School Principals’ Network; (2) the Social 

Inclusion Unit of the government of the state of South Australian; and (3) the South Australia branch of the 

Australian Education Union. The project operates from 2005-2007.
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for example, by selecting and explaining cultural artifacts that carry significant identity 

resonances  in their  lives  outside  school.  In  the next  stage,  teachers  designed and ran 

curriculum units – negotiated with students – that sought to make meaningful connections 

with students’ localities of place: in effect putting them to work as researchers of their 

own lifeworlds. This was followed by analysis and reflection – looking for cultural funds 

of  knowledge  with  potentials  to  revitalize  school  curricula  –  and  then  redesign  of 

curriculum units for a second action research cycle.

Focus on lifeworlds as sources for curriculum can tap into deep dispositional  ways of 

knowing – culture as  vital processes – within students’ virtual school bags. However, 

such focus on proximate sites of immediate life may conceal how students’ lives connect 

to wider social  worlds. Indeed,  a number of RPiN teachers portrayed their  early teen 

students as not yet ‘of age’ for curricular extension into wider social ambits. This was 

partly  fed  by  initial  student  tendencies  to  resist  invitations  to  do  curricular  work  in 

settings beyond school. In our analysis, students who accumulate experiences of ‘losing’ 

in school contests have formed habits of reactive distrust toward institutionally offered 

‘alternatives’, opting for devils they know such as dull worksheets, around which they 

have built coping strategies to avoid humiliations, rather than promises of new angels that 

may  be  devils  in  disguise.  However,  some  RPiN teachers  read  student  resistance  to 

indicate lack of mature readiness for curricular work in community sites.

Thus,  in  the  first  RPiN round,  some curriculum units  that  teachers  ‘negotiated’  with 

students stayed within peer/school perimeters. Others ventured into wider social orbits as 

16



community-lite,  e.g.  interviewing  local  police  officials  about  crime  statistics  for  a 

mathematics unit. Curricular links primarily with official infrastructure tend not to tap 

into issues of deep identity resonance in students’ lives. As such, they lapse into taking 

‘community’ as resource for bits of knowledge that insert into official curriculum, rather 

than revitalizing curriculum through funds-of-knowledge infusions carrying meaningful 

use values. Nor do they offer opportunities for a civics that develops critical  insights 

about, and imagination/action toward re-building, local community.

The RPiN project sought learning connected both to deeper ways of knowing in student’s 

lifeworlds, and to civic-social engagement. A problematic, then, was how to cut through 

synergies of student and teacher habit to negotiate ‘safe’ rather than expansionary work. 

Between  the  first  and  second rounds of  curriculum units,  Shirley  Brice  Heath,  well-

known ethnographer of working class and African-American ‘ways with words’ (1983), 

visited our University. Some of the RPiN team talked with her about our concerns over 

thin curriculum units. Heath suggested three methodological rules for stronger connection 

to  ‘the social’.  One was for teachers,  in negotiating  units  with students,  to persist  in 

making meaningful connection to wider social contexts a ‘must’. Second, in attending to 

student body languages and energies during such negotiations, teachers’  ethnographic 

imaginations should be alert for vital  hooks: local themes/issues that actually resonate 

within identity.

Heath’s  third  suggestion  was  an  assessment  approach  that  attached  performative  

expectations to curriculum units: students should present their learning to audiences in 
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some form – installations, live exhibitions, etc – with each student having responsibility 

to fulfill roles and meet deadlines on which all collectively depended for performance 

success.  This  offers  an  antidote  to  teacher  tendencies  to  allow  ‘individual 

choice’ (understood as ‘student centered’) projects that do not converge toward collective 

learning community. Performance events also can be civic occasions for offering fruits of 

student learning about the locale back to people of the locale. 

However, this runs into the problematic of whether/how an audience represents ‘the local 

community’: i.e.  who is meant by ‘the community’. Typical attendees are peers, parents 

and people with whom students interfaced in their projects – an apt audience for students 

of a given classroom; however, those students do not constitute a homogenous socio-

economic  or ethnic entity  but  a  diverse multiplicity  of  communities.  The problem of 

constructing  a  ‘community’  audience  is  accentuated  by  de-industrialization  and 

demographic shift toward diverse and fluid local populations. Thomson (2002), in her 

book on the challenges for ‘doing justice’ in schools of this ‘rustbelt’ region, chronicles 

how, in a 1940s/50s national context of post-war industrial boom, northern Adelaide’s 

regional  infrastructure was planned as a settlement  of (white)  blue collar  workers for 

local  factories.  However,  as  factories  downsized  and  closed  since  the  1980s,  an 

un(der)employed ‘working class without work’ (Weis, 1990) emerged (now in it’s fourth 

generation in some northern Adelaide pockets), joined by poor Aboriginal and immigrant 

groups drawn to affordable housing (an effect of the lack of adequate paid work).
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This  mosaic mode of local ‘community’,  demographically mixed and fluid, is uneven 

across the region, with pockets more and less poor, more and less mixed. This is so for 

regional schools as well. An educational civics for re-making local community needs to 

promote  critical  understanding of  local,  national  and  global  histories  in  relation  to 

current social-cultural groups and how they each inhabit the locale. And it needs to foster 

re-imaginings of local community through curricular work that creates new knowledge 

and builds local resources and infrastructure. Such projects need to be of feasible local 

scope, while comprehending forces and complexities of local-national-global interface 

(Appadurai,  1996).  We  suggest  that,  curricularly  and  extra-curricularly  (extending 

beyond a ‘school subject’ basis), schools can act as democratic sites of  public sphere 

dialogue that bring students, teachers and diverse adults of the locale into communicative 

interactions to understand and work across – while respecting and sustaining – social-

cultural differences.

RPiN  further  encountered  how  poverty-area  mosaic  communities can  be  abject  

communities in crucial  emotional registers (Worsham, 2001). This, too, should not be 

ignored  in  making  community  curricular.  We  are  wary  to  contribute  to  negative 

stereotypes of the sort that populist media coverage of such locales often constructs. Yet 

classroom  discussions  and  student  curriculum  work  registered  what  we’ll  call  ‘dark 

shades of place’, indicating drugs and violence in families and neighborhoods, but more 

significantly student savvy about intricate  structural  dimensions  of their  locales.  With 

literate  articulation  that  surprised  their  teachers  (compared  to  ‘usual’  work),  students 

explained  social  dynamics  and  micro-textures  of  local  neighborhoods,  including  how 

19



‘safeties’ and ‘dangers’ vary according to complex factors. Both teacher and University 

researchers felt mixes of excitement and fear – linked to institutional and legal concerns, 

and larger ethical questions – in contemplating ways and degrees for letting such ‘dark’ 

lifeworld knowledge into the light of classroom discourse. Yet if students show acute 

literacy around such aspects of their lifeworlds, then we need to take up the problematic 

of how ‘dark shade’ knowledge might have curricular use as  funds – i.e.  assets – for 

learning. Gonzalez et al. (2005) frame the dilemma:

On  the  one  hand  …  [we  need]  to  present  …  [a  positive]  perception  of  the  

neighborhoods based on … an asset orientation. On the other hand, it is important  

for both instructors and students to address the difficult structural issues found in  

these neighborhoods. (p. 196)

In the literature are examples of curriculum that takes up dark dimensions of place in age-

appropriate  ways  with good learning effect.  Jones  (2004)  reports  on literacy work in 

which  year  1  students  spoke/drew/wrote  stories  of  feelings  about  family/community 

members in prison for violent acts, after this aspect of their lives leaked into classroom 

dialogue that began as a unit on ‘peer bullying’. Comber, Thomson and Wells (2001) tell 

of similar work in which year 3 students registered experiences of ‘urban renewal’ that 

threatened to remove their families from the area. Along with processing feelings, and 

countering negative stereotypes by understanding issues structurally, this critical literacy 

work  gave  back  to  community  politically  through  letter-writing  to  local  government 

about  lived  effects  of  urban renewal.  As an example  from the RPiN projects,  an art 
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teacher, having heard her year 8/9 students talk of violent incidents and relations in their 

locales,  negotiated  a  curriculum unit  in  which  student  groups  created  clay animation 

stories of such experiences, with the agreed stipulation to narrate not just problems but 

solutions with an imagined ‘politics’ of local implementation.

Further directions 

A community-remaking civics could take such initiatives further into politically proactive 

dimensions.  Extending  from student  presentations  of  work,  schools could host  public 

discussion in which students, teachers and local citizens develop critical and imaginative 

ways to contend with raised issues. Of course, institutional forces may inhibit this, which 

would in turn need public critical diagnosis. A challenge for teachers in ‘disadvantaged’ 

areas is that many neither live in the area nor hail from similar contexts. It then becomes 

crucial to learn how to listen to, and deeply hear, local students and adults (Delpit, 2005), 

with  ethnographic  imaginations  attuned  for  textures  of  local  knowledge  carrying 

implications for social-change politics that could be taken up in curriculum.

A rich civics that  makes community curricular  in dialectical  directions  – taking local 

community in;  and giving back to the socio-political  life of school locales – requires 

clarity, courage and methodologies for raising consciousness about local issues in relation 

to  wider structural  contexts,  and for addressing issues in ways  that  seek socially just 

change (Freire, 1996; Shor, 1992). Such efforts (a) enable critical appreciation of local 

complexities, avoiding simplistic negative stereotypes; and (b) galvanize imagination and 

ethical impulse to engage local community life proactively. A community-making civics 
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based on strong democratic participation calls for both critical and utopian agency: for 

seeing things ‘as they are’ and enacting ‘resources of hope’ (Apple & Beane, 1995).

We have argued for a vitalized concept of community, and its centrality to citizenship 

education that enacts and builds strong participatory democracy. We have also discussed 

problematics – emerging in an action research project – that present both challenges and 

possibilities for making community curricular. We’ve lacked textual space to talk about 

further  barriers  inhering  in  school worlds,  such as workloads,  staffing,  resources and 

other mechanisms – which vary across differently situated schools in systemic ways that 

sustain  elite  advantages.  These,  too,  need  investigation,  since  the  challenge  of 

transferring a vitally engaging depth, and wide community breadth, of knowledge funds 

from lifeworlds into school-worlds is not simply a matter of discovering them and then 

changing curriculum accordingly. Serious efforts at socially just curriculum redesign run 

up against barriers and complexities that must be negotiated with pragmatic wisdom and 

with  ethical-political  commitment  to  participatory  engagement  and  achievable  life 

chances for ‘other people’s children’ through schooling.
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