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In an era when so much of our
printed media is going electronic, people
are discovering new and powerful ways
to tell stories. Through their digital story-
telling projects, ASCEND's students are
right in step with this movement. Using
music, images, text, and their own voices,
kids are creating moving digital stories
that explore their family histories and
express who they are as individuals.

The term-long project is a collabora-
tion with community partner Pearson
Foundation. Working in pairs, students
write the script, track down background
music, and mock up a storyboard to plot
the story’s narrative. The research and
legwork are exhaustive: Students decon-
struct and analyze sample scripts, and
some kids use as many as 100 images in
their slideshows, involving a mix of im-
ages found online, photos taken them-
selves, and original artwork. As part of
the arts integration focus, students work
with  ASCEND's music teacher Sarah
Willner, who helps them develop their
public speaking voice to record an effec-
tive voiceover, and to understand the
role of background music. "The voice-
over is the backbone," explains Kathe-
rine Suyeyasu, 7th- and 8th-grade Hu-
manities teacher and one of the project's
advisors. "And they're developing their
public voice in general so they can have
their words heard in this world and con-
tribute to a larger dialogue."

As for subject matter, many students
chose to tell family stories. One inspira-
tion for their choices was the ongoing
school dialogue about who gets repre-
sented in history — in other words,
whose voices are heard. Part of AS-
CEND's U.S. History content addresses
how slaves were forbidden to both read
and write — essentially suppressing their
voices completely. With this context as a
backdrop, many students' digital stoties
tackled such topics as immigration, seg-
regation, and the migration of African-
Americans from the south, often pre-
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sented through the lens of their own
family histories. Other kids took on
topics such as the role of sports in
families and the tradition of family
reunions. This year, several students

are working on biographical sketches
of history’s key abolitionists.

The eight to ten weeks of prepara-
tion culminate in a week-long pro-
duction schedule overseen by Pear-
son, whose experts come to campus
with laptops and other equipment to
spend a week guiding the projects
through their final stages. The rela-
tionship has gone so well that Pear-
son is planning its digital arts work
with other schools based on the AS-
CEND model. "This is one of the
exciting parts of being a young
school," says Suyeyasu. "We can de-
velop these projects and put new
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things into place."

The process concludes with a June
screening for students, their families,
and staff. The turnout last year was
amazing: Some kids had as many as
12 family members attend and view
their work! Given that several of the
pieces focused on family, this was
especially rewarding to see. "A lot of
them were very intense stories," says
Suyeyasu. "There was a lot of boo-hoo-
ing in the crowd!"

The projects' positive impact un-
derscores the importance of having
the equipment to do them in the first
place. Access to technology not only
helps kids keep pace with other Bay
Area students in this technology-
driven era, but it opens doors to new
means of creativity and expression.
"A lot of kids don't have computers
at home," says Suyeyasu. "Thete is a
huge digital divide that separates
young people from under-resourced
communities from peers in other
areas."

Read on to find out how you can
support ASCEND to keep these pro-

jects!
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ASCEND introduced its home language program as part of a
shift to address challenges in the school's overarching bilingual edu-
cation program: namely that students in bilingual ed were not achiev-
ing like those in the English-only track. "In looking closely at the
bilingual program," says ASCEND kindergarten and 1st-grade
teacher Kathryn Fireman, "we realized we wete asking those kids to
do twice as much as their English-only counterpatts...so we flipped
our model."

Now, all kids do all-day English, with everyone taught together
regardless of language skills. The home language program — now in
its third year — rounds out the plan, offering every student "home-
language instruction" (predominantly Spanish) during the school
week. While part of the program aims to help Spanish-speaking stu-

dents keep their home-language skills sharp, it focuses on academic
Spanish. Much of the work centers on reading and writing, with this
vision: ASCEND's students will graduate 8th grade bi-/iterate, able to
read and write in both languages.

Native-speaking parents teach the classes, which is a rewarding
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way to get families involved, and Fireman says the program is
getting stronger as the parent-teachers gain experience. The shift
away from a traditional bilingual program has seen great results as
well: 98 percent of ASCEND's kindergarteners are English-
language learners, but they ate all reading and writing in English.
Fireman thinks this has both academic and socio-emotional pay-
offs: It puts kids in position to score higher on standardized tests,
and integrates them more with other students.

Not only has the home language program benefited Spanish-
speaking kids, but Fireman says she sees African-American stu-
dents speaking Spanish in the halls, and parents reporting that
their children are even teaching them snippets of Spanish at home.
The program also gives English-language learners cultural pride:
"It helps kids feel proud of their language and culture knowing
there's an hour a day dedicated to their home language," says Fire-
man. "They see other kids learning Spanish and say, "Wow, these
other kids ate using our language!"
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Since its first day as a school, ASCEND has put a huge emphasis on
integrating the arts. "Arts are everywhere," says music teacher and
founding staffer Sarah Willner. "Arts are in after-school, many grades
get studio arts classes, and every class integrates the arts with their class-
room teacher and with teaching artists for part of the year."

The digital storytelling project (see page 1) is a compelling example
of ASCEND integrating visual arts into the classroom. Given the
themes of slavery and resistance common to many of the projects,
visual arts teacher Miranda Bergman introduced kids to Jacob Law-
rence, the painter known for depicting key events in African-American
history such as the great northern migration.

Drama exercises and vocal arts practice were mixed in as well. Stu-
dents read poems aloud to get a feel for tempo, emphasis, and pitch.
Music appreciation also played in, with the storytellers investigating
genre, instrumentation, and all the elements of music — beyond the
lyrics -- that lend songs their meaning. Armed with the knowledge of
how music and text work together, they chose background music to
match subject matter. They then learned the Mac program GarageBand
to edit the music and weave it in behind and their voiceovers.

Arts programs are invaluable in building kids' critical thinking skills,
says Willner. "When you're doing an att piece, you have to be self-
regulating and free-thinking to envision what needs to be done." This
suppotts one of the key "Ways to ASCEND:" Take charge of your own
Jearning. "For some kids, [arts] is one of the few places they'll shine," she

says. "It's nice to be able to see another aspect of somebody, and
give them another place to have a chance to be a leader."

As drastic budget cuts loom, arts programs are at great risk.
ASCEND's culture of collaboration and integration — and its clear
results — show just what would be lost. "I think collaboration is
really, really important for teachers. The collegiality helps people
understand each other, share the stress, and not feel alone," Will-
ner says. "It's a huge part of success at ASCEND. And arts is a
large part of where that happens.”

While arts are strong at ASCEND, there is room to grow. Cur-
rently, not all grades offer studio music or visual arts — largely due
to financial obstacles. If you'd like to help fund ASCEND's arts
program, you can make a tax-deductible donation by writing a
check to "OSSF/ASCEND," P.O. Box 20238, Oakland, CA
94620, or by visiting www.smallschoolsfoundation.org and clicking
DONATE NOW. (Be sute to choose "ASCEND" in the Designa-

tion field.)
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