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How do we bring fairness  
and opportunity to urban 
school communities? 

Joseph Flessa

“As teachers grow less interested in off-the-shelf remedies to urban school challenges, they 
collaborate to develop more equitable and context-specific approaches to urban education. 
When inquiry leads to changes in practice, teachers provide greater access to 
opportunity, and work for social change.” – Joseph Flessa  

Joseph Flessa believes that school communities in urban settings face  
significant challenges. Teachers in urban schools working towards  
positive school change play a crucial role in providing greater  
opportunities for children and the families they serve by working  
together using inquiry-based approaches to problem solve. Joseph’s 
exploration of how teachers use these to understand issues in  
urban education, such as the effects of poverty on schooling, aims 
to tell us more than just what we “should” be doing. 

His work demonstrates how administrators, teachers, students and 
parents can collaborate to meet important school goals despite 
facing challenging circumstances. Joseph shows how collabora-
tion can lead to a reported increase in positive school climates; 
a rise in teacher, student, and parent morale; and richer school 
community connections. Each of these has the potential to alle-
viate the effects of urban school challenges including poverty. 

Bringing teachers together to talk is important, but it isn’t  
sufficient; what teachers talk about and what they do after 
talking matters a lot. Educators must resist negative assump-
tions about marginalized communities and counter the un-
substantiated stereotypes held by so many regarding children 
and families affected by poverty. In his case study research,  
Joseph has found that when teachers use an inquiry approach 
to understand school needs and also resist looking down on the 
children and the families they serve, they use their professional 
skills to create school environments that support optimism and 
change. 

Joseph’s research on Schools Working with Children and Communi-
ties affected by Poverty is supported by the Elementary Teachers’ 
Federation of Ontario. 

Joseph Flessa is an assistant professor in the department of 
Theory and Policy Studies and is a researcher in OISE’s Centre for 
Urban Schooling and in the Centre for Leadership and Diversity. 

For more information on Joseph’s research the impact of his work, please visit 
http://www.oise.utoronto.ca/oise/About_OISE/Issues_That_Matter_in_
Education.html


