Teaching an Inner-City
After-School Program

An after-school basketball program has helped
_at-risk youngsters to take charge of their lives.

KAY M. WILLIAMSON NIKOS GEORGIADIS

4\ hildren living in the housing
C projects of Chicago confront

_A the danger of drug traffick-
ing and violence daily. The follow-
ing is an-apt description of outsid-
ers’ perspectives on life in the
projects: :

Picture no-man’s lahd with broken
windows, dark abandonéd ‘buildings,

" no law and order. There are carefully
demarcated areas controlled by rival
bands of militia ﬁghtjng over the
rubble. Nearly every night there is
sniper fire. It sounds like Beirut, but in
fact it’s America (Kroft, 1989).

This bleak scenario was the intro-

" duction for a television documen-
tary about Cabrini Green, a low in-
come housing project located in
downtown Chicago. The term “at-
risk” definitely applies to-children
living in this area. Besides having to
face problems within the commu-

- nity, students must also struggle with
their.education. Research indicates
that children’s living environment
can influence their learning disposi-
tion. In fact, the lowest achieving
schools are those primarily com-
prised of students from low income

_ families (Menacker, 1990).
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become aware of their place in the -
social strata, which can have a detri-
mental effect on their educational
progress (Ekert, 1968; Rist, 1970).
How teachers treat students is one:
part of the hidden curriculum in
which children learn what is ex-.
pected from them. Research shows
that through the hidden curricu-
lum, students from a low socioeco-
nomic background are labeled as
successful if they follow basic rules.
Consequently, they are reluctant to
make any decisions for themselves
(Anyon, 1980). A teacher’s implicit
and explicit expectations can per-
petuate children’s perception of
their inadequacy.

This article describes an effort to
implement a model that encourages
responsible decision making among
children participating in an after-
school basketball program in
Cabrini Green. The model is based
on the assumptions that these young
people are faced with choices, can
take an independent step forward in
their own lives, and can help others
along the way despite their hostile
and oppressive situation. Both the
teacher’s and students’ struggles

* Children from the inner city soon |
model are discussed.
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students to the levels and to estab-
lish an activity routine. The stu-
dents’ routine included performing
stretching exercises, working at skills
and fitness stations, setting goals for
themselves and recording results in
journals, playing small-sided scrim-
mages, and reflecting on the day’s
lesson.

Georgiadis encouraged the stu-
dents to make decisions about the
class structure and the extent to
which they wanted to participate.
At first, the students were surprised
and frustrated when asked to take
the responsibility. One student said
that they should be made to run laps
instead of making decisions. Choice
and action, however, were left up to
each individual.

When it was time to play a game,
the concepts of playing for fun and
playing to win were often at odds.
This produced tension and conflict
between the desired outcomes of the
model and the perceived purposes
of the game. A description of the
first day highlights these problems:

" Playing for fun. John and Gerry
were the first two students the au-
thors met. They led the way to the
“gym,” and both shouted with ex-
citement when they saw the basket-
ball hoop. They raced over to four
tables on the far side of the gym,
took off their coats, ran back, an
jumped up to try and touch the nét.
Both laughed as they pretended to
dunk the ball. They found a woolen
hat, rolled it up to make a ball, and
made various moves to pass and
shoot the “ball.” Georgiadis joined
them while waiting to receive a key
to get the basketballs. The two 14- .
year-old boys were excited about the
prospect of playing basketball; there
seemed an overwhelming sense of
innocence as they laughed and
moved around the gym.

Playing to win. The innocent play
soon turned into bitterness and ag-
gression when the basketballs were
distributed. A group of students be-
gan to play a warm-up game where .
they shoved and pushed each other
as they attempted to get the ball. Ac-
cusations of fouling and cheating
and swearing echoed around the

gym. One particular activity which
enhanced this negative behavior was
a process called “checking the ball,”
when the defending team was to
pass the ball gently to the offensive
team after a basket was scored. This
provided an opportunity to slam the
ball either at the face or fingers of
an opposing player.

Focusing on Level 1

After witnessing the students’ ag-
gression in the warm-up game,
Georgiadis decided to focus almost
exclusively on Level 1 behavior. He
stopped the scrimmage and ex-
plained about being supportive to-
ward both teammates and the oppo-
sition, saying, “Instead of name
calling, let’s hear ‘nice job,’ ‘good
hustle.”” At first, this did not have
much effect. Although severe name
calling was more contained after the
teacher talk session, students still
complained about their teammates’
performance and questioned fouls.
On the first day, Georgiadis rein-
forced the importance of being sup-
portive and also emphasized that he
wanted the students to call their own
fouls instead of relying on him to
decide.

The problems of the first day
were compounded by the constant
interruption of people walking in
wanting to play “ball.” Besides trying
to identify who was in the program,

‘Georgiadis also faced verbal abuse

from outsiders he turned away.

The following week, various inci-
dents occurred that made
Georgiadis question the project’s
merit. First, on both days in the sec-
ond week, the program had to be
moved to an outside court. This
made the teacher apprehensive be-
cause there were many people using
the court, and he had to ask if they
would mind leaving for a while. Al-
though these others let Georgiadis
and his students on the court, they
stood around laughing and making
comments. To add to the teacher’s
apprehension, there were recent
reports of sniper fire in the area. Ad-
ditionally, the students arrived at
various times, and name calling was
rampant. :




It was frustrating for the teacher

to hear the students eloquently de-:

fine respect for others and then not.
-practice it. Persistent lack of respect
and self-control forced the teacher
to reevaluate his approach when
dealing with these problems.

In the third week, Georgiadis
started transferring responsibility to
the students for the decision-making
process. He met with the students
before and after practice to establish
basic rules that were essential for the
physical and emotional safety of the
team. The students and teacher dis:
cussed issues such as arriving on
time for practice; including every-
one in the team, particularly during
a scrimmage; and, most important,
developing a team atmosphere that
was free from physical and verbal

abuse. : :

The students decided that being.

prompt allowed more time to work
on their skills and play. They also
agreed to include everyone in the
team. The older, more skilled play-.
ers-were not satisfied with this deci- -
sion becanse in a game situation
they wanted every opportunity to -
shoot. Respecting each other and
controlling emotions were necessary
because constant fighting and name
calling created a hostile, unpleasant
environment for both teaching and
learning. : »

The students openly provided in-
put on the various issues, but prob-
lems remained when transferring
thought into practice. The teacher
had to remind them of the rules that
they had created for themselves. At
first, the students were uncomfort-
able because they realized they were
responsible for instituting and abid-
ing by the rules. The teacher made

 sure that any violation of their own

rules was handled immediately by
stopping the drill or scrimmage and
discussing the problem that occurred.
Students were also encouraged to
stop to observe a violation that the
teacher had not noticed. With these
rules and strategies, problems at
Level 1 diminished, but were not
extinguished.

By the fourth week the students
arrived no later than ten minutes,
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- by the failure of teacher talk, prob- .

-agreed that it was not much-fun to

-dents.on respect for each other and

an improvement on their 40- or 50-
minute late arrivals. Making sure
everyone was included was difficult -
to achieve. At one point, frustrated

lem solving, and self-reflection-to
help students deal with inclusion,
Georgiadis played with a team, did
not pass the ball, and scored all the
baskets. The students then ex-
pressed their feelings as players on
the winning and losing teams and

play with someone who “hogged”
the ball.
Georgiadis questioned the stu- -

had them practice playing without
name calling. When the students
started fighting or name calling, the
teacher stopped the game and dis-
cussed the problem. He never raised
his voice, gave positive feedback ver--
bally and physically (e.g., “high and
low fives” and patting students on

the back) to reinforce valued behav- -
iors and attitudes, and encouraged
students to express their opinions:.
He tried to get the students to focus
on being “winners” in ways other.
than scoring: attending the program,
getting rebounds, and giving high
fives and verbal encouragement to
their teammates. After the students
had discussed, reflected on, and
practiced playing without name call-
ing, they described their feelings:

7

Gene: 1 liked when I make the shot
and when my team cheers me on.
I don’t like when we are playing
and sometimes people [call] each -
other names. ,

Geoff: 1 feel today was good because
there wasn’t any name calling.
Most important...we all showed
respect for each [other]. [We
had] teamwork, like if a person
[missed a] shot we wouldn’t get
mad.

Beyond Level 1

The improvement made at Level 1
was remarkable. By the end of the
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