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UAGC Hosts National Conference on School Innovation 
Contributed by UAGC English teacher, Brent Chamberlain. 

UAGC recently hosted the Innovative Schools Network as 
part of their “It’s Up to You” conference held at NYU. Our 
school was a featured innovative school, alongside fellow 
Urban Assembly schools, including the New York Harbor 
School and Unison School.   

As part of the conference, educators and reformers from 
Illinois, Wisconsin, and Hawaii visited classrooms and 
spoke with panels of teachers and students about the 
amazing work students are doing to foster the UAGC core 
values of responsibility, collaboration, and intentionality 
through the Learning Cultures curriculum model. Teachers 
and students presented on the innovative ways UAGC 
approaches literacy, behavior, curriculum, professional 
development, and distributed leadership. 

Ahmad Mickens, a boxer and trainer at Revolution Training in Stamford, CT, reflected on the youth 
programs at his gym, which incorporate aspects of Learning Cultures, Ahmad called attention to the 
importance of youth taking responsibility of their own intentions and believing in their capacity to 
change. “Giving ownership is one of the biggest things,” Ahmad said, “If it’s not a choice they’re 

making, they don’t get much out of it.” In sports, as in school, 
it’s important to remember that, through cooperation, 
“there’s always a victory to have.” 

In a panel hosted by Cynthia McCallister at NYU, participants 
discussed what they had observed with scholars from NYU, 
Columbia, Yale, Bank Street, and as far away as Lund 
University, Sweden, with a focus on the social and academic 
innovations of  Learning Cultures at Green Careers. 
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UAGC, in partnership with the 
Innovative Schools Network, 
hosts full-day site visit during 
ISN's Fall Conference. 

12 UAGC students gain industry 
experience supporting the New York 
Sun Works Harvest Benefit Dinner 
at the Cathedral of St. John the 
Divine.  

UAGC COMMUNITY NEWS

UAGC secures $2,000  
grant from The Nature 
Conservancy ' s Nature 
Works Everywhere, and 
joins a national network of 
536 school gardens.

Students discuss Keepers of the 
Culture, and how UAGC supports 
students to hold themselves and 
each other accountable for learning.

NYU Professor Cynthia McCallister, 
creator of Learning Cultures.
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Edmund Gordon, Emeritus Professor of Psychology at Yale and Emeritus Professor of Psychology 
and Education at Teachers College, Columbia, addressed the group concerning how education must 
take into account the difference between “knowing and knowledgeability,” citing the Gordon 
Commission’s findings on the importance of education and assessment in “increasing the capacity, 
the disposition, to think. Pedagogy,” Gordon continued, “should be a balance between freedom and 
control, since real freedom comes from the ability to bring one’s own mental abilities under control.” 
The importance of social relationships, embedded in Learning Cultures, allows students to privilege 
the relations between things over simply knowing about 
things. “Relational adjudication, dealing with the 
contradictions of what we know, is how education must 
balance between harnessing our agency and freeing us from 
the constraints of it,” Gordon concluded, highlighting the 
importance of pedagogies, such as that at Green Careers, 
which enable this to happen. 

The importance of relationality in education was emphasized in the panel of innovative educational 
leaders. David Kirkland, NYU professor and Executive Director of The Metropolitan Center for 
Research on Equity and The Transformation of School, emphasized the importance of making space 
for culturally-relevant writing. He argued students of color are too often stifled by prescriptive 
methodologies that discount the complexities of race, gender, and education. As a result, schools 
must necessarily “cultivate the voices of students and scholars of color.” Participants noticed this 
echoed in the words of UAGC senior Isaac Tejeda, “I‘ve learned how to express the things that I want 
to express, not just what the teacher tells me to write . . . I started high school at a different school, 
where they told me exactly what and how to write. When I came here, I had to figure out what I 
wanted to say, and how I could say it in a way that others would understand . . . I get to see the way 
my expression, my writing, affects people.” 

Joshua Aronson, NYU professor and research scientist at the Metro Center for Urban Education, 
discussed the need for revolutionary elements in education, citing Learning Cultures as one of these 
for its relational components. By providing relational opportunities that “elevate” students, 
pedagogies must participate in “four-dimensional work,” engaging and shaping the environment and 
the relational connections within it. 

At the final session, Christina Erneling, influential author and 
Professor of Psychology at Lund University, contrasted the 
broken Behaviorist Model with the emerging Sociocultural 
Model of learning, saying “ideas for the future are 
implemented in Learning Cultures.” She criticized the 
behaviorist model, in which the student is “a bucket” or “a 
computer that we program to spit back information at us,” 

a n d w h i c h 
can fix these “totally passive” students by “just 
adjusting the program.” While such a model “works 
quite often,” and is “easier for the teacher, because it 
requires less engagement,” she argued that this is 
“not the future, nor can it be.” Piaget, she says, 
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“. . . real freedom comes from 
the ability to bring one’s own 
mental abilities under control” 
- Edmund Gordon 

“ I d e a s f o r t h e f u t u r e a r e 
implemented in Learning Cultures.” 

- Christina Erneling
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throws out this “American model” of passivity because human beings are essentially active and social. 
However, while Piaget threw out the teacher altogether, which has had alarming consequences in 
Swedish education, Erneling pointed to Vygotsky’s contention that “we must learn in a social context, 
and you need other people to point you in the right direction.” Removing students from these 
opportunities, through suspension or safe rooms, rather than giving them chances to learn within the 
social context, “is the most harmful and devastating punishment for a human being.” In the 
sociocultural model, adults help students establish social norms, and through these norms students 
learn to navigate social pressure positively and effectively, which UAGC’s Keepers of the Culture 
exemplifies. 

“Yet what of learning?” Erneling asked, reiterating the comments of Edmund Gordon, “are facts the 
most important thing to learn in school? I don’t think so. The most important thing to learn is how to 
learn itself.” It is metacognition that is important, a process intrinsic in Learning Cultures’ breaching, 
where students must make their thinking visible to others, and develop the ability to “become aware 
of your own learning process and thereby be able to control it.” She emphasized that this work of 
metacognition, the breaching present in Learning Cultures, “should be used in different subjects; it’s 
not about reading, it’s about cognitive processes.” Presenting alongside, UAGC Principal Kerry 
Decker and Laura Allen, Founder and President of Vision Education & Media/RoboFun, New York, 
discussed the implications of this shift in focus on-the-ground in both our school and non-school 
settings. 

The conference was an incredible opportunity for outsiders to see and respond to the work UAGC 
students are doing day in, day out. The overwhelmingly positive response of educators and scholars 
in the field encouraged students and staff alike that this hard work is helping to create a world where 
equity, and freedom, can be a reality. 

Moving forward, the Urban Assembly School for Green Careers will continue to partner with the 
Innovative Schools Network to become a school where educators around the world can come and 
encounter innovations that build on principles of equity and freedom, fostering collaboration, 
responsibility, and intentionality. 

Harvest Dinner Benefiting New York Sun Works 
Provides Youth with First Work Experience 

"I hope you take this opportunity; it will be a great 
experience," said Ms. Francis, my Horticulture teacher. I had 
just received a letter informing me that I had been selected to 
participate in the New York Sun Works/UAGC Fall Harvest 
Dinner Internship. I was happy and confused at the same 
time. I was happy because I had never done anything like this 
before, and I thought that it would be a good opportunity. I  
was confused because I didn’t know what I was going do. 
"This sounds interesting," I said to myself. As I kept reading 
the letter, I saw that I had to participate in a group interview. 
I had never been interviewed before, and I really didn’t know 
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G u e s t s v i e w t h e N Y S W 
presentation prior to dinner.
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what type of questions they would ask but, I was ready. This 
internship would be my first job. (excerpted from 1oth Grader 
Ailene Garin's writing piece, a reflection on her internship 
experience for NY Sun Works's Fall Harvest Dinner) 

New York Sun Works, a partner of UAGC's, is a non-profit 
organization committed to building "innovative science labs in 
urban schools, [using] hydroponic farming technology [and 
greenhouse systems] to educate students and teachers about the 
science of sustainability." Our relationship with NYSW has 
provided us with four different types of hydroponic systems to 
enrich our Horticulture program by enabling our students to 
learn how to grow vegetation year-round using a variety of 
sustainable mediums, to study plants and plant systems directly, 
and  how to operate and maintain innovative horticultural 
technology.  

The NYSW annual Gothic Harvest Dinner, a fundraiser for the 
organization held Monday, November 16, at the Synod House of 
The Cathedral of St. John the Divine, demonstrated an increase 
in NYSW's commitment to the education and opportunities of 
UAGC's Horticulture students. The dining event, a seven-course 
farm-to-table tasting meal prepared by another of UAGC's 
partners, The Insurgo Project, was more than a seasonal feast to 
the guests; it provided thirteen UAGC students with a real-world 
understanding for the farm-to-table food cycle, the production 
and use of sustainably-grown agriculture. Additionally, the 
participating students gained  career training within the culinary 
world.  

Freshmen Justin Andrades and Ausar Williams, and sophomores 
Gary Bacchus, Sallie Mae Brown, Shania Clarke, Sira Diakite, 
Ailene Garin, Caroline Kirsten, Jose Morillo, Janet Mosqueda, 
Roschellys Olivo, Alysha Ramirez, and Johancarla Toconas were 
selected to participate in this food service internship from a pool 
of UAGC students,  9th - 12th grade. The selection panel, 
consisting of UAGC Horticulture teacher Stephanie Francis, 
Joaquin Elizondo of The Insurgo Project, Nathaniel Coburn of 
NYSW and Kate Monaghan from Eleven Madison Park, decided upon these thirteen students based 
on their performance in a series of group interviews, as well as their connection to and passion for 
healthy food and the culinary arts. In preparation for the one-night internship, these students 
received a total of five hours of training in dinner service--from hospitality to plating and serving 
from Elizondo, Coburn and Monaghan. During the actual service, students Justin Andrades, Ausar 
Williams and Gary Bacchus worked alongside Insurgo's Chef Harold (formerly of Noma, the premier 
farm-to-table restaurant) in food preparation and plating, while Shania Clarke and Johancarla 
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Sira (center) running her dish, 
cheese and mushroom-stuffed 
baby pumpkin to her guest. 

(L-R) Sallie Mae and Roscheylls 
pose with Gary, Ausar and Justin 
prior to service. 

(L-R) Ailene, Janet, Sira, Jose, 
C a r o l i n e , S a l l i e M a e a n d 
Johancarla line up for service. 
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Toconas managed the team of servers under the tutelage of Kate Monaghan of Eleven Madison Park 
and Joanna Penny of Jacob's Pickles (another of UAGC's partners).  

After the internship, Sophomores Shania Clarke and Roshellys Olivo 
shared their reflections on how the experience pushed them out of their 
comfort zones. "I liked having the chance to try something new--I've 
already had the skills to engage in hospitality, talking to people and 
ensuring they're having a good time; I just never got to use them," said 
Clarke. "This was an interesting internship for me--I've never played a 
leadership role. I got to see myself in a different perspective. It was 
stressful to be a leader of the servers. I always saw myself as someone who 
was just there, as someone who would just listen to and follow orders, not 
give them. Being a leader was stressful...but I would take an experience 
like this again." For Olivo, "the hardest part was maintaining focus. There 
was so much going on at the same time, and I needed to keep my head on 
straight and not get confused. I had to drop the plate at the same exact 
time as the server across from me, maintain the same pace, and be able to 
recite the dish and the main ingredients to the customer." Ultimately, 
Olivo summed up the impact of her experience, and the goal of our work-
based learning program in cooperation with our industry partners, 
perfectly: "I would do this experience again. I'd like a different role to see 
what it would teach me about myself. I'd like to experience a different 
industry, not just culinary. With each experience, I'll gain new knowledge, 
and learn more about myself." 

UAGC Joins The Nature Conservancy's Network 
of School Gardens 
With incredible support by The Insurgo Project, which took the lead on the grant writing process, 
UAGC successfully obtained a $2000 school garden grant from The Nature Conservancy's Nature 
Works Everywhere program. Receiving this grant enabled UAGC to join an international network of  
over 500 school gardens responsible for filtering rain water, providing habitats, off-setting CO2 
emissions, and producing organic, sustainably-grown vegetables.  

During the 2014-2015 school year, the students of UAGC's 4-year Horticulture program successfully 
transformed our garden into a native-species only vegetable, shade, and pollinator garden through 
the support of City Council Member Helen Rosenthal and esteemed landscape architect, Darrel 
Morrison. Building on these efforts, with this grant, UAGC's Horticulture students will be able to 
fund a project with the New York Botanical Garden, a school partner, to hire a consultant to further 
support and enhance the development of students' technical knowledge-base and skill-sets. 
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Sophomore Shan ia 
Clarke interviewed by 
f r e e l a n c e f o o d 
j o u r n a l i s t , G l o r i a 
Dawson


