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The Rose Garden Forum was conceived by Sherlock I. Graham-Haynes, M.Ed., as a humanistic response to the current challenges facing young people in high school settings and in an increasingly divisive and competitive world.  The current project at Chapel Hill High School in North Carolina has grown out of a paper authored by Sherlock while he was attending the Harvard Graduate School of Education and funded by a grant from the Rockefeller Foundation. 

 It was first launched in Chapel Hill in 2002.  A highly successful peer-based mentoring program, the process celebrates unity in diversity, as opposed to unity in conformity.  A unique minority achievement program has been constructed in this context.  The project has far-reaching implications for students, parents, and educators alike, assembling students representing a broad range of academic records as well as a diversity of economic and ethnic backgrounds, to learn, work, and play together in new ways. 

The crucial goal of The Rose Garden Forum is to facilitate a “head-to-heart shift” in students from a wide range of backgrounds and experiences that will close the academic achievement gap, reduce the effects of racism, increase parental involvement, and create the conditions for transformative, compassionate understanding among peoples.  A number of parents and teachers at the school have come to believe the Forum’s process will produce a new generation of more compassionate, ethical, and sensitive leaders.  Indeed, the project seeks to produce more caring individuals, who will offer a more balanced approach to the challenges they face in life, and a more flexible skills set with which to problem-solve.

Transformative Workshops, Life-changing Relationships

One of the fundamental principles behind the Rose Garden Forum is that every student has something to offer and that every student has something to learn.  Having a diverse group reinforces this message when traditional barriers are successfully broken down, and it is in this context that the program provides demonstrable proof that each student can be both teacher and learner.  Exposure to different backgrounds and experiences – racial, socio-economic, cultural, and academic – also provides participants with richer interpersonal experiences.  By connecting to one another’s humanity via the experience of unity, young people are able to build common ground where it has been previously inconceivable, and, in doing so, to accept differences more easily.

The Rose Garden Forum’s program methodology includes the following:

· A diverse group of students is assembled during the first six weeks of the school year.
· At-risk students are identified through the school’s counseling office, through routine mediation processes, and from recommendations made by the faculty and administration.
· Student mentors are identified and recruited by means of referrals and recommendations from peers.

· Workshops entitled “We Are One Family” are held four to five times during the school year, starting in October.  These are central to the process and focus students on the core principles of the program.  They are usually attended by 45 to 50 students at Chapel Hill High School, and are held off campus in a family home or other friendly environment. 

· “Caring pairings” are assembled after the first workshop.  These connect students from contrasting socio-economic backgrounds and academic experience for mutual support and learning (peer tutoring). 

· Regular social gatherings are organized (homework cookouts at participants’ homes, movies with post-film discussions, and field trips).
· The program is thoroughly assessed and evaluated at end of year.
· Participant academic performance is evaluated, as well as changes in motivation, perceived goals, and other outcomes.
· A large formal community banquet takes place at the end of each academic year to honor participation and celebrate successes. These have featured speakers from among respected community leaders, and they have been well attended by the school community.

· A committee known as the Minority Achievement Support Committee, made up of past and present parents, has provided support for the program from the beginning, has organized events, and has played a role in developing support both within the school and in the wider community.

The workshop which facilitates the head-to-heart shift is at the core of the program.  The workshop confronts students with the commonality of human struggles – including racial, economic, cultural and gender issues.  Students learn that everyone has struggles and feelings and challenges to face and overcome.  They experience a sense of oneness within a framework of conversation that diminishes hierarchical thinking.  The experience of oppression invariably emerges through a full range of expression and is discussed from a variety of vantage points.  It is common for tears to flow.  The approach permits privileged students to feel inspired to assist others, and paves the way for more compassionate and giving responses to those in need.  Just as important, it also allows students from financially or emotionally deprived homes to perceive those who had previously appeared unapproachable in a radically new and more sympathetic light.

Challenges and Successes

At the very beginning of this project there was serious resistance coming particularly from adult African American “stakeholders” who felt that it should exclusively serve struggling black students and that we ought not to include white or Latino students.  There were heated debates concerning Sherlock’s being naïve and the suggestion that he was allowing white students to run away with yet another opportunity to serve African American students.

After patient and prayerful persistence, African-American parents softened and ultimately withdrew their objections to include whites and others in the end.  One of the most effective tools that assisted in the shift in thinking was video footage of student interaction in the workshops. These footages show clearly that the entrenched assumptions and often negative experiences of adults are often not shared by the wonderfully pure and loving hearts of the students.
We have found that male African-American students were particularly reluctant to participate in the Rose Garden Forum with white students, none of whom they had previously interacted with.  And yet they soon became powerfully enrolled in the process.  After experiencing the “head-to-heart shift,” one African-American male told Sherlock, “I feel a lot more comfortable being here among these white students – most of whom were strangers to me before the workshop – than when I am with my own baggy pants friends.”

The school where the Rose Garden Forum was piloted is an extremely high performing academic school.  As a result there initially seemed to be a significant lack of support from the administration and the teachers for a program that tends to privilege the heart over the head.  Like Gandhi, Sherlock firmly believes that “until the hearts of men change, nothing will change.”

Despite some initial reluctance on the part of the school administration to enthusiastically embrace the program, it has been protected and permitted to flourish.  It is recognized for what it is, and well-loved, by students and parents.  Now in its fourth year, the program is being formally evaluated by a distinguished researcher, Dr. George Noblit of the University Of North Carolina School Of Education, and by a team of his doctoral students.  In addition, the program was recently featured on the front page of a local newspaper, and Sherlock was honored by a local radio station with the “Village Pride Award.”

Lessons Learned

We have observed that the education of the whole student – rather than a preoccupation with cognitive skills -- provides a far more powerful yield.  Indeed, it is crucially important to educate students on the cognitive, the affective, and the intuitive levels.  We believe that educating the whole child will produce the kinds of outcomes that we all yearn for as it relates to ethical and fair-minded human beings.

We have learned that teachers often focus on imparting important concepts to their students and often seem to be oblivious of the context within which they teach. In addition, teachers seem to also fail to assist their students to understand some of the nobler purposes of education. The methodology of the Rose Garden Forum helps teachers to transform their class rooms into warm and comfortable learning environments where the experiences of the whole student are welcomed rather than just the rigorous focus on the cognitive via the learning of concepts.
We have learned that working directly with the students first is both effective and necessary.  This capitalizes on the wonderful resources that young people can provide for one another.  Essentially the students are the engine for change, and their love for their fellow students has a cascading effect in the community.  As the Rose Garden Forum moves forward, it is expected that workshops will be provided for parents and training programs for school professionals.
