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Current Issues in Secondary Education:
Reimagining the American High School

Spring 2025
Teaching, Learning, and Leading 1704
Tuesday/Thursday 11:00 a.m. – 12:15 p.m.
5200 Posvar Hall

Dr. Thomas Ralston
tralston@pitt.edu
412-874-6747
Office 5152 Posvar Hall
Office hours: by appointment



Course Description 
What would the ideal high school look like? How would it provide an engaging, equitable and quality education to all adolescents?  In Current Issues in Secondary Education: Reimagining the American High School we will explore current challenges in U.S. high schools, such as systemic racism, an outdated learning model, and unequal funding, and learn about innovative schools that are revolutionizing education. We will critically reflect on our own schooling experiences and collaborate to design a model high school, from its architecture and technology to its curriculum and teachers. You don’t need to see yourself as a future educator to engage in this course. Whether you loved your high school experience or hated every minute, this course delves into the ways that high schools reflect, reproduce, and sometimes change both the best and the worst of U.S. society. 

Learning Goals
After taking this course, you will be able to:
· Analyze current issues of equity and social justice in U.S. high schools from critical and multidisciplinary perspectives.
· Investigate and assess policies, programs, and practices of high schools and how they impact adolescents.  
· Question assumptions about adolescents and secondary schooling.
· Reflect on your high school experiences and how they have shaped your identity and perspectives.
· Design solutions to widespread issues in U.S. high schools. 
· Reimagine U.S. high schools and be agents of change.

Required Texts and Supplies
I will be providing a variety of sources of content for study for the course.  These sources will include journal articles, chapters from text, and video.  
1. Annotated print or digital versions of the assigned readings should be brought to class on the days they will be discussed. Please take notes on any videos or podcasts that are assigned and bring the notes to class. 
2. (Recommended) A laptop that you bring to every class. 

Assignments & Grading

Attendance, Preparation, Participation, Disposition (25 points)
You must attend and participate in all required classes and activities, come to class on time with all required assignments and readings, and be actively involved and on task in class discussions and activities. Any absences will decrease your final grade except religious holidays and documented emergencies. If you need to miss class due to religious observances, you must notify me in advance and arrange to make up the work you miss. Each week, I will check to be sure that you bring the required readings to class and that you have annotated or taken notes on the readings, podcasts, websites or videos (simply highlighting passages of the readings does not count as notes). This will count toward your participation grade.

Weekly Reflections (30 points) 
Most weeks you will write a 1-2 page (350-500 word) personal reflection on the weekly topic and readings. Reflections should include at least 1-2 specific examples of the issue from your high school experiences and explain critical or new understandings of the topic. These reflections will be guided by questions on the course schedule. You will use your reflections to inform your contributions to class discussion, but you are not required to share them with classmates.  Reflections are due by midnight on Saturday of the assigned week.   

Reimagining the American High School Project (45 points total) 
For this project, you will research a current issue facing U.S. high schools (such as the school-to-prison pipeline or outdated physical learning environments) propose a solution to that issue, you will share your solution with an authentic audience of high school administrators and write a paper describing the issue and your proposed solution(s). 
Collaboration: I encourage you to work on this project collaboratively in groups of up to four people. If you work collaboratively, your group will submit one collaboratively written document for each of the parts of the assignment below. At the end of the term, you will be asked to submit an individual reflection describing your contribution to the project as well as each group member’s contribution. Each member of the group will be graded individually. 
Proposal (5 points): 1 – 1.5 page proposal that describes your/your group’s topic, why the topic is important to you, what you already know about the topic, your group members and plans for collaboration (if applicable), and your timeline and tentative plan for primary research (e.g., interviews, observations) and secondary research (published scholarship). 
Progress updates and reflection (10 points): Twice during the semester you/your group will email me with an update on your progress on the project, questions, and requests for guidance. Progress updates should be approximately 1-2 paragraphs long. Additionally, at the end of the semester, you will submit (individually) a final reflection on the process of creating your final project. 
Final paper (15 points): Final papers will draw on outside readings and research to (1) describe the issue you have researched and why it is important to the future of U.S. high schools and (2) describe a potential solution or redesign that would improve the issue. Final papers should be 8-10 pages long.  Reminder: collaborative groups will submit one paper per group.
Presentation (15 points): Present the issue and your solution/redesign to an audience outside of the class. This can take any form: it could be a live presentation to stakeholders (e.g., students, community, families, schools), school board testimony, op ed, letter to the editor or elected official, blog, video (e.g., public service announcement, documentary), public art, graphic novel, Twitter/Instagram/social media posts. Reminder: collaborative groups will create/present one final presentation per group.

Grading Scale
I offer this scale to you in the spirit of transparency, but my teaching philosophy focuses more on your engagement in the assignments than evaluating your work under a microscope. My goal is for all students to earn As. 
A+ = 99-100+ points		B+ = 88-89 points		C+ = 78-79 points
A =   94-98 points		B =   84-87 points		C =   74-77 points
A- =  90-93 points		B- =  80-83 points		C- =  70-73 points

Course Format and Pedagogy
Our class will be guided by the following pedagogical (teaching) “tools”: 
· Inquiry-Based Learning: All of our discussions will be based on the view that learning is a social process and that sharing multiple perspectives leads to better learning. As a whole class and in small groups, we will often discuss the readings and class activities through open-ended questions that have no “right” answer. 
· Problem-Based Learning (PBL): You will collaboratively learn about concepts and theories through attempting to solve complex, real-world problems rather than being presented with facts and concepts through lectures. In class, we will collaboratively design solutions to many of the issues we read about. Similarly, your final project will require you to identify a complex problem facing current U.S. high schools and propose a solution to that problem.
· Counter-stories: Throughout the course, you will read, learn about and perhaps produce counter-stories – narratives and analyses that represent the perspectives of marginalized communities and people of color. Counter-stories challenge widespread “master narratives” about education that often privilege white, wealthy, Western and male students. 
· Charting:  We will regularly display (on boards or charts) and revisit our thinking whether we are working as a whole group, in small groups (pairs or trios), or individually.  Charting contributes to socializing intelligence by making thinking visible so that it can be studied and referenced.
· Formative Assessment: I will use a variety of ways to informally assess your learning and my teaching. This will be done through learning activities, class discussions, anonymous feedback, to assess your learning informally, that is, without evaluating you (giving you a grade). 
· Connections to Out-of-Class Experiences and Schools: Much of this course will ask you to make connections between course readings, your own schooling experiences, and issues facing high schools in the Pittsburgh area. Multiple guest speakers will also be visiting our class and extra credit is offered for visits/reflections on authentic public events in or related to high schools.

Other Information
•  All cell phones should be silenced and put away during class unless we are using them in activities. 
•  You are encouraged to bring laptops or other devices to class.  However, they are to be kept closed in class unless in use. Please do not use laptops, phones, or other devices for personal or off-topic work during class. Stay engaged. 
• All assignments must be completed in order to pass the course. Assignments are due at the beginning of class or as specified for electronic submissions.
•  All of the writing you do for this seminar should be in 12-point font (yielding approximately 250-300 words/page) with one-inch margins. 
•  Citations: please use MLA or APA citation format in your final papers. In other work for this class (reflections, project proposal, project presentation), you do not need to provide full in-text citations or a reference list, but be sure to explicitly acknowledge others’ ideas (such as, “I agree with Oakes’s argument that tracking in high schools…”). 
•  At any point during the semester if you are not doing satisfactory work, I will let you know in writing immediately. 
•  You can expect that I will respond to your emails within 24 hours Monday through Friday and 48 hours over the weekend. 
•  If you need to miss class for a religious observance, please notify me as early as possible in the term so that we can arrange make up work. 
•  If you have a disability for which you are or may be requesting an accommodation, you are encouraged to contact both your instructor and Disability Resources and Services (DRS), 140 William Pitt Union (412) 648-7890, drsrecep@pitt.edu, (412) 228-5347 for P3 ALS users, as early as possible in the term.  DRS will verify your disability and determine reasonable accommodations for this course. 
• You are expected to maintain your responsibility towards academic integrity as stated in the University of Pittsburgh’s Policy on Academic Integrity. Any student suspected of violating this obligation for any reason during the semester will be required to participate in the procedural process, initiated at the instructor level, as outlined in the University Guidelines on Academic Integrity. This may include, but is not limited to, the confiscation of the examination of any individual suspected of violating University Policy. Furthermore, no student may bring any unauthorized materials to an exam, including dictionaries and programmable calculators.
• University Policy on Classroom Recording: To ensure the free and open discussion of ideas, students may not record classroom lectures, discussion and/or activities without the advance written permission of the instructor, and any such recording properly approved in advance can be used solely for the student’s own private use.

Food/Housing Insecurity
Many students, both undergraduate and graduate, experience housing and/or food insecurity that can impact their academic work and general health. Please know there are resources available to you that are confidential. Of course, you are welcome to speak with me if you need support in contacting the right people/offices:
Pitt Pantry (Food Pantry available to the wider University community) 
https://www.studentaffairs.pitt.edu/pittserves/sustain/pantry/ 
Off-Campus Housing Office: http://www.ocl.pitt.edu/


Community/Civility Statement
We will operate from a standpoint that all students deserve a quality education in a respectful setting.  A university classroom is, by definition, a space where free exchange of ideas must happen, but where consideration for others, their views and their life experiences are also paramount. As we learn with and about people with very different life experiences and beliefs from our own, it is imperative that we respect these perspectives and use respectful language in discussing and challenging ideas.  Our goal is to create a community where productive disruption and uncertainty are cultivated. Carefully consider your language choices to ensure that all learners feel valued and to encourage a growth mindset from all of us. Because this course will challenge assumptions that many people hold about education, you may feel uncomfortable when some of your previous beliefs are questioned. Discomfort such as this can lead to powerful learning. However, if at any time you feel threatened or disrespected, please feel free to speak up and/or speak to me privately.  


Course Schedule


*The instructor reserves the right to make changes and adjustments to the course syllabus.  Any changes made will not add additional burden to the workload, schedule, or assessment for students.  

	Week

	Class Meetings
	Readings & Watchings
	Reflection/Assignment

	Week 1
	Thurs. Jan. 9
	M. Wheatley, “Willing to be Disturbed,” Turning to One Another: Simple Conversations to Restore Hope to the Future. https://ncs.uchicago.edu/sites/ncs.uchicago.edu/files/uploads/tools/NCs_PS_Toolkit_DPL_Set_B_WillingDisturbed.pdf

	Assignment: Complete the Charting My High School Experience

	Week 2
	Tues. Jan 14 & Thurs. Jan. 16
	1.  J. Mirel, “The Traditional High School: Historical Debates Over its Nature and Function,” Education Next.
 https://www.educationnext.org/the-traditional-high-school/  
2. Making the Most of the High School Years
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DB1a8b1-KqU&t=253s
3.   P. Cook-Deegan, “Redesigning American High Schools for the 21st century,” Stanford Social Innovation Review.
https://ssir.org/articles/entry/re_designing_american_high_schools_for_the_21st_century
	Reflection: Think back on your high school experience. What were the spoken and unspoken purposes or aims of your high school education?


	Week 3
	Tues. Jan 21 & Thurs. Jan. 23
	TBD
	

	Week 4
	Tues. Jan 28 & Thurs. Jan 30
	TBD
	

	Week 5
	Tues. Feb. 4 & Thurs. Feb, 6
	TBD
	

	Week 6
	Tues. Feb. 11 & Thurs. Feb. 13
	TBD
	

	Week 7
	Tues. Feb. 18 & Thurs. Feb. 20
	TBD
	

	Week 8
	Tues. Feb. 25 & Thurs. Feb. 27
	TBD
	

	Week 9
	Spring Break
	
	

	Week 10
	Tues. Mar. 11 & Thurs. Mar. 13
	TBD
	

	Week 11
	Tues. Mar. 18 & Thurs. Mar. 20
	TBD
	

	Week 12
	Tues. Mar. 25 & Thurs. Mar. 27
	TBD
	

	Week 13
	Tues. Mar. Apr. 1 & Thurs. Apr. 3
	TBD
	

	Week 14
	Tues. Apr. 8 & Thurs. 10
	TBD
	

	Week 15
	Tues. Apr. 15 & Thurs. Apr. 17
	TBD
	

	Week 16
	Tues. Apr. 22
	Project Presentations – Gallery Walk
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