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Assignment Five: Review of Literature – Final Course Project
Reducing the Dropout Rate of African American Males with the Urban Learning Center Design
Introduction

Since the early 1980s, the dropout rate of African American males in middle and high school has continued to increase, as there has also been a steady decline in African American males attending and graduating from colleges and universities (Besharov, 2005). For the class of 2003, while the national public high school graduation rate was 70 percent, the graduation rate for African American students was 55 percent, and only 48 percent for African American males (Greene & Winters, 2006). 
While the causes for the relative increase in the dropout rate of African American males in middle and high school are multifaceted, studies suggest the most common factors are low expectations that teachers, parents, and peers have for African American males, the financial standing of African American families, inexperienced or poorly prepared teachers, a lack of exposure to college-preparatory curriculum, and African American males own low aspirations and attitude toward education and socio-economic success (Hefner, 2004).
Sadly, instead of the pursuit of a higher education, more and more African American males are being labeled as troublemakers and becoming entangled in the judicial system for illegal acts, drug habits, and other petty crimes (Black, 2005). In a report conducted by Northwestern University, results showed that in 2002 one in four African American men between the ages of 20 and 64 did not work for 12 consecutive months, one in twenty African American men were incarcerated, and seventy-five percent of African American men were not attending college (Hoke, 2006).
Jay Greene, a senior researcher for the Manhattan Institute, states, “It’s clear that the situation for boys is bad, particularly for minority boys. We shouldn’t continue to try what we already have been trying” (Richards, 2006, ¶ 9). 
The Need for a New Curriculum
To date, there has been a steady decline in the number of African American males attending and graduating from institutions of higher learning, while their dropout rate from middle and high schools has increased (Smith, 2004). The problem seems to persist because young, African American males have been stigmatized as underachievers and ignored in the social and public school systems around the country (Lee, 2003). 
The purpose of this study is to provide insight and information regarding the Urban Learning Center design, a school reform model that can eliminate or reduce the dropout rate of African American males in middle and high school. By declining the dropout rate of African American males in secondary schools, there would be an increase in their enrollment and graduation rates in institutions of higher learning (Sethna et al., 2002). 
Urban Learning Center Design
The Urban Learning Center Design is a comprehensive school reform model that has been adopted and proven effective by more than seventy middle, high, and K-12 schools located in California, Georgia, Oregon, and Utah is the Urban Learning Center model. 
There are three essential components of the Urban Learning Center model: (a) teaching and learning; (b) learning supports; and (c) governance and management (Northwest Regional Educational Laboratory, 2005). 
Teaching and Learning
The Urban Learning Center model helps teachers develop a thematic, interdisciplinary curriculum, integrated with state standards, which allows students to explore issues of importance to them. The model promotes smaller class sizes, teaming of teachers, block scheduling, and multi-age and multi-year assignment of students.
Learning Supports

Learning opportunities are expanded as schools collaborate with health and human service organizations, such as local libraries, museums, and health clinics, as well as encourage parental involvement. A sense of community is established within and around the school.
Governance and Management
Members of the learning community share in the decision making process and work together to establish beliefs, values, and desired outcomes. School administrators concentrate on aligning human, financial, and other resources with school priorities. 
Creating a Learning Environment for All Students
The situated learning theory suggests learning is a socio-cultural phenomenon because knowledge and human activity derives from the correlation of what people see and do in everyday situations (Stein, 1998). In other words, situated learning claims that the normal occurrence of human knowledge is a result of human activity, environment, and culture (Open Learning Technology Corporation, 1996). Knowledge, learning, and activity are intertwined, not divided, as an individual's actions within a social setting shape and constrain what they think, do, and say (Clancey, 1995). A person learns through his or her perception of his or her role as a member of a community (Lave & Wenger, 1991). The knowledge gained should not, however, be attributed to the descriptions, tools, and rules used within these social groups. Instead, these concepts (set of descriptions and collections of fact) are knowledge representations (Clancey, 1992). 

We should remember situated learning refers to the conception of our activity within a social matrix, not the actual tasks. Human activity is situated because knowledge is determined by how an individual conceives what is happening to them, how they feel, and how they are supposed to respond in their social setting. Learning is socially construed because a person’s actions are based upon his or her understanding of the confines of his or her environment through peer interaction. Knowledge representations are acquired through shared participation in the social environment and used to reconstruct the learning process, guide activity, and produce a desired outcome.

The theory of situated learning is useful for our study because it will help us identify the elements of the Urban Learning Center design, as well as other school reform models, most beneficial in improving student performance within secondary public schools, as well as distinguish what organizational, curriculum, and instructional changes that could be implemented to provide a better education for all students within the nation’s public schools.
School reform models, such as the Urban Learning Center design, are innovative and resourceful because they stray away from the traditional methods of teaching, parental and governmental involvement, staffing, curriculum, and health and human services (EdSource, 2002). 
Conclusion
Although the cause for the decline in African American males enrolling and graduating in colleges and universities, and the increase in their dropout rate in middle and high school, seem to be multifaceted, the purpose of this study is not being conducted to continue research on the problem, but rather to focus on a solution that will improve their rate of success. An inclusive school reform model that seems to be proving successful for African American students in Georgia, a state with the second lowest graduation rate in the nation at in 2002 and 2003 (Laird, Lew, Debell, & Chapman, 2006), is the Urban Learning Center model. 

Currently, the Urban Learning Center model has been adopted and proven effective by Martin Luther King Jr. Middle School Urban Learning Center in Atlanta, Georgia. Between 2000 and 2002, the King Urban Learning Center’s failure rate in eighth-grade math went from 75% to 53%, and 65% to 31% in reading. During 2001-02, King Urban Learning Center was the only middle school in the district to achieve 70% of its targeted growth on Georgia’s State Performance Assessment and was honored on October 12, 2002 by Atlanta Public Schools for their success (New American Schools, 2003). 
The Urban Learning Center Design encompasses three components: (a) innovative curriculum and instruction; (b) shared governance; and (c) removing barriers to learning. Martin Luther King Jr. Middle School Urban Learning Center, located in Atlanta, GA, utilizes this comprehensive school reform approach to encourage their students to excel academically and socially. 

As the Urban Learning Center method has shown to be effective for schools with some of the lowest graduation rates in the nation, the research from this study may provide information that can be more widely used by secondary school educators and other alternative education programs to set forth a more positive outcome for the success of African American males in middle and high school across the nation, thus increasing their enrollment and graduation rate in institutions of higher learning. 
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