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In Katrina’s Aftermath: Re- Building with Communities of Knowledge 

By
Jim Kohlmoos

Schools that were severely damaged by Hurricane Katrina now find themselves in the eye of a new storm. But this time, rather than the wind and rain, the turbulence comes in the form of policy and politics--- urgent issues about what to do next, how to attract back displaced students, how to bring recovery efforts to scale, how to sustain improvement over time, and, of course, how to pay for it all. Policy makers and interest groups of all stripes are lining up with their ready-made answers. The whirlwind of competing ideas, solutions and programs now ensues.   (Ironic how, amidst terrible tragedy, opportunity emerges for ideas whose time had not previously arrived). 
Before moving forward any further, we think it is vital for school leaders and policy makers to create a knowledge use framework for assessing and guiding the recovery and transformation. At first glance this topic looks like a no brainer (as we discussed in our previous article for SIIW). Give teachers and school administrators the best available research about what works. Help them interpret and apply the evidence to their specific classrooms and circumstances. Reopen the schools with new curricula and instructional models. Students are attracted back to their original schools. Achievement rises. Schools improve. It is as simple as that. Right? Wrong.

A common mistake in knowledge utilization efforts is to assume that translating research into practice is a one-way, assembly line process in which researchers simply feed findings to practitioners and policy makers who, in turn, merely apply the evidence to policy and practice.   But this linear model for knowledge use creates silo effects and has kept research isolated and away from benefiting student learning to the extent that it should.  What is missing is the systemic give-and-take between researchers on the one hand and educators and policymakers on the other hand that would allow research to be better tailored to meet educators’ and, ultimately, students’ needs. 

We believe that, far from one dimensional, the relationship among the research community and practitioners and policy makers should be dynamic, symbiotic and interactive. Practitioners and policy makers at the site level should be actively engaged with researchers and continuously involved in both the development and the application of new knowledge about what works. Research and practice and policy should be integrated functions --- each building upon the others and together creating new knowledge in a cumulative, iterative fashion. 

An effective way to sustain a dynamic process for knowledge use is to create what we refer to as “communities of knowledge” at the site and district levels. In its simplest form,  communities of knowledge (which is rooted in the idea of communities of learning) involve collegial problem solving  in which knowledge generated through both rigorous research and practical experience are applied to actual problems in the classroom. Key ingredients include: the active interaction among researchers, practitioners and administrators; the participation of intermediaries to guide the process; and the continual cumulative development of new knowledge that is further studied in research and further applied in practice.
We believe that this concept can be used in any school district – particularly those that are reinventing their schools.  But for the schools affected by Katrina, the need is all the more urgent to not only apply knowledge about what works but also to generate and capture new knowledge about what will work over the long term. As state and local officials work with educators to rebuild these schools they should take account the need to create communities of knowledge that can lead to sustained improvement and transformation.
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