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PREFACE

This study analyzes big-city high schools: how they function and how the
education of the low-income minority youth in these high schools can be improved. It
compares comprehensive (or zoned) high schools, special public magnet schools,
and Catholic high schools and identifies school features that motivate low-income
children to learn and develop into mature adults. Finally, it suggests how these
features can be made more broadly available to urban public high school students.

The study was conducted in New York City, and most of its findings apply
directly to the improvement of that city's schools. The results also pertain to high
school improvement efforts in any major city.

The RAND Corporation supported the study from its own endowment funds. A
nonprofit institution conducting research in the public interest, RAND depends on
grants and contracts from external sources—principally from government and
foundations—to support its research. As in the case of this report, RAND also uses its
own endowment funds to support studies on topics of public importance. The
immediate audience for the report includes people in New York City— both inside and
outside the public school system—intent on making secondary education more
effective. The extended audience includes people in other cities concerned with

improving high schools for inner-city youth.



SUMMARY

Most people agree that private and special public schools have done a good
job of educating minority youth, but most assume that a public school system cannot
reproduce that kind of schooling for all of its students. This report shows, to the
contrary, that school systems can make the key features of private and special public
schools available to all students, and that such schools can work for even the most
disadvantaged.

Public high schools in urban areas are among the most troubled and
unsuccessful educational institutions in the United States. As a result of low
achievement, dropping out, and educational failures, fewer than half of all urban
minority children earn diplomas, and many graduate poorly prepared for work or
higher education.

Many do not fail, however. Some urban high schools, both public and private,
educate and graduate the vast majority of the low-income minority students they
enroll. Most such schools enjoy real advantages over typical urban public schools,
including freedom from regulation and the ability to enroll only students who genuinely
want to attend that school. But these advantages do not tell the entire story: Catholic
schools, and special-purpose public schools committed to teaching special skills or
providing alternatives to the neighborhood high schools, also operate very differently
from the comprehensive (or zoned) urban public high school.

Might students who now attend regular public schools be better motivated and
learn more if their schools were more line these special public and Catholic schools?
Could the style of education now available only to a few students in such schools be
made available to all urban public school students? These issues motivated this study.

Clearly, no study can demonstrate that one kind of school is best for all
students. The differences among schools, particularly in parent, student, and teacher
motivation, do not permit unambiguous comparisons. We would have no way, short of
a controlled experiment, of knowing whether special-purpose public or parochial
schools could produce the same outcomes with all public school students that they

achieve with their present self-selected student bodies.



Some Catholic and special-purpose public schools serve students whose
backgrounds, abilities, and motivations resemble those of typical urban minority public
school students. In particular, the New York City Student-Sponsor Partnership
Program pays tuition for New York City students in inner-city Catholic high schools.
The program aids students from disadvantaged environments. Most scholarship
recipients are black or Puerto Rican and many are not Catholic. They tend to come
from single-parent welfare homes and have poor scholastic records.

Parochial and special-purpose public schools seeing such students face some
of the same problems that typical public schools face. We hoped, by observing the
operation of such schools, to understand how they motivate and teach. Once we
understood that, we sought to examine how the New York public school system could
develop high schools with similar features and test their effectiveness with

disadvantaged urban students.

METHODS

We studied 13 schools, eight intensively and five partially. All of the schools
were located in inner-city neighborhoods and drew from a pool of seriously
disadvantaged youths. The zoned comprehensive schools enrolled the largest
proportions of poor minority students. But 40 percent of the enrollment in Catholic
schools came from families on welfare or living below official poverty thresholds.

The eight schools were in New York City; of the five additional schools, three
were in Washington, D.C., and two in New York City. Of the eight, three were Catholic
high schools, two were regular neighborhood (zoned) New York City high schools,
and two were unique public schools that provided specially focused vocational or
academic programs for a cross section of New York City students. Finally, one was a
special school designed for students who had failed in regular high schools and were
assigned there for a "last chance" at education.

We conducted approximately ten person-days of exhaustive observations,

interviews, and record searches in each of the eight schools, and three to five days in



each of the remaining schools. We interviewed administrators, teachers, guidance
counselors, social service workers, and students and observed classes teaching
mathematics, English, and science. We also examined student records and left behind

a questionnaire for 50 students in each of the 13 schools.

RESULTS

We found more important similarities than differences among Catholic and
special-purpose public schools, and we saw dramatic differences between both of
these kinds of schools and zoned public schools. For the purposes of analysis we
combined Catholic and special-purpose public schools into a single category, which
we called focus schools, and compared them with zoned public schools. In many
ways, the focus schools have the characteristics of the site-managed schools
suggested by educational reformers in the 1980s. In fact, urban parochial schools may
be the most mature example of site-managed schools in existence.

Focus schools resemble one another, and differ from zoned comprehensive
public schools, in two basic ways. First, focus schools have clear uncomplicated
missions centered on the experiences the school intends to provide its students and
on the ways it intends to influence its students' performance, attitudes, and behavior.
Second, focus schools are strong organizations with a capacity to initiate action in
pursuit of their missions, to sustain themselves over time, to solve their own problems,
and to manage their external relationships.

Focus schools need not be distinctive or highly innovative. Their organizational
independence means, however, that students and staff in each focus school consider
their school special, a unique creation that reflects their efforts and meets their needs.

Zoned public schools, in contrast, have diffuse missions defined by the
demands of external funders and regulators. They are also profoundly compromised
organizations, with little capacity to initiate their own solutions to problems, define their
internal character, or manage their relationships with external audiences. Because

zoned schools are essentially franchises reflecting a standard model established by



central authorities, staff and students have less reason to consider the schools
uniquely their own.

The broad categories of mission and organizational strength include other,
more specific features that both distinguish focus schools from zoned comprehensive
schools and explain the focus schools' particular strengths in educating
disadvantaged minority students. Under the category of school mission, the critical

differences include the following

. Focus schools concentrate on student outcomes before all other matters.
Zoned schools focus primarily on delivering programs and following
procedures.

. Focus schools have strong social contracts that communicate the

reciprocal responsibilities of administration, students, and teachers and
establish the benefits that each derives from fulfilling the contract
faithfully. Zoned schools try whenever possible to let staff and students
define their own roles in the school.

. Focus schools have a strong commitment to parenting and aggressively
mold student attitudes and values; they emphasize the secular ethics of
honesty, reliability, fairness, and respect for others. Zoned schools see
themselves primarily as transmitters of information and imparters of skills.

. Focus schools have centripetal curricula that draw all students toward
learning certain core skills and perspectives. Zoned schools distinguish
among students in teens of ability and preference and offer profoundly
different curricula to different groups.

Under the broad category of organizational strength and resilience, the critical

differences include the following:

. Focus schools operate as problem-solving organizations, taking the
initiative to change their programs in response to emerging needs.
External mandates and rigid internal divisions of labor constrain the
problem-solving capability of zoned schools.

. Focus schools protect and sustain their distinctive character, both by
attracting staff members who accept the school's premises and by
socializing new staff members. Zoned schools have little capacity to
select staff or influence the attitudes or behavior of new staff members.

. Focus schools consider themselves accountable to the people who
depend on their performance—parents, students, neighborhood ant
pariah groups, and financial supporters. Zoned schools answer primarily
to bureaucratic superiors—outside rule-making auditing, and assessment
organizations.



Table S.1 compares outcomes for three groups of 1989-1990 seniors in the
schools that we studied zoned, special-purpose public, and Catholic schools.
Students in the focus schools graduate at a much higher rate than students in zoned
schools. The vast majority of graduating seniors in the focus schools take the
scholastic aptitude test (SAT), which is required for entry into selective colleges or
universities; less than one-third of the graduating seniors in zoned schools take the
SAT.

The SAT scores differ profoundly. The scores of the zoned school students fall
far below national and focus school averages. Based on the mean scores and
distributions provided by the New York City Board of Education, we calculated that
only 4 percent of SAT takers in the zones schools had scores above the national
average.

Teat scores of students from special-purpose public schools approached the
national mean for black students, and Catholic school

Table S.1

COMPARATIVE SAT SCORES OF GRADUATING SENIORS
IN ZONED, SPECIAL-PURPOSE, AND CATHOLIC SCHOOLS, 1990

Average Percentage
Percentage Percentage Combined Above Mean
Schools Graduating Taking SAT SAT Score for Blacks ?
Zoned, public® 55 33 642 <30
Special 66 >50 715 >40
public®®
Catholic? 82 85 803 >60
Partnership
students
All students 95 85 815 >60

2Estimates of the proportion of students in each school scoring above the mean for
black students are calculated from national SAT norms provided by the Educational
Testing Service.

®The New York City Board of Education provided the data.

‘The data do not include seniors in special-purpose public schools for students who
had failed in zoned schools. The excluded students tend to be older and more troubled than
the average zoned school students and to come from lower-income environments. They
graduate at near the average rate for zoned school students, but are unlikely to aspire to
a four-year college.

dIndividual schools and the Partnership Program Office provided the data.




Partnership students comfortably exceeded it. Partnership students in the
Catholic schools, many of whom entered below grade level, scored nearly as well as
their tuition-paying Catholic school classmates.

Family characteristics and student motivation may explain some of these
performance differences. But the conclusion is inescapable: Outcomes for
disadvantaged students in focus schools exceeded those for the same students in

zoned schools.

IMPLICATIONS

Clearly, the key features of focus schools can be reproduced broadly in public
schools, and the vast majority of public school students can profit from schools with

those features. In particular

. The zoned school model has lost its support. Zoned schools are based on
decades of interest group negotiation and mandated responses to
particular problems. The schools are so encrusted with rules and
procedures that no one in them can work to his or her full potential.

. Near wuniversal dissatisfaction with zoned schools predisposes
administrators, teachers, students, and the broader community in favor of
dramatic changes.

. Most public school teachers and administrators would prefer to have the
freedom and responsibility to solve problems that focus schools have.
. Given the chance, most teachers and administrators would willingly

create a social contract in their school and uphold it.

. The vast majority of students now in zoned public high schools would
prefer to live under a strong social contract and to be led and guided by
adults whom they trust.

. Most inner-city minority students would probably learn more high school
language, history, and mathematics if they had the benefit of a focus
school’s simpler, centripetal curricula.

Focus schools may not work for all students, but they are probably the best form
of school for the vast majority of students now served by New York City’'s zoned
comprehensive high schools.

We show how the New York City school system, and those of other major cities,

can act now to develop focus schools and make them available to all students. For



systems reluctant to commit to full-scale implementation, we also discuss ways to
develop and test focus schools on a relatively small scale.
A school system that wants to make focus schools available to all its students

must answer these questions:

. Who has to agree to the widespread development of focus schools, and

how can they come to agreement?
Parties to the necessary agreement must include the State Department of
Education, the superintendent or chancellor, the Board of Education, and the teachers’
union. The chancellor should propose the test, suggest its outline, and provide a

forum for public discussion.

. What do they have to agree to and what must they avoid?

They have to agree to permit schools to manage themselves. All parties must
agree to consider waiving rules and policies that prove to be serious impediments to
site management and to act on the results if, after a fair test, the results are favorable.
The chancellor and others must avoid trying to reform zoned schools by searching for
new standard curricula, general policies controlling school programs, carrot-and-stick
incentives controlled by data systems, and exposes of the failures of individual
teachers and principals. Improvement of an organization that has been crushed by
regulation, contracts, artificial incentive schemes, and reporting requirements cannot

be accomplished by more of the same.

o How can focus schools be created?

Focus schools are site managed, but with a difference. Most site-management
schemes transfer the politics of interest group bargaining from the school district to the
school building. A focus school, in contrast, is built around specific educational and
ethical principles, not around accommodating the interests of all parties. Because
existing zoned schools are diverse and fragmented by design, strong agreements on

principle are unlikely to emerge within them. Focus schools are best developed from
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the ground up, around a small core of committed individuals, not by superimposing

procedural templates on existing zoned schools. In particular:

—Focus schools must be constructed by the staff members who will work in
them.

—Some a priori demonstrations of good faith from principals and lead
teachers are required.

—Students and staff members must be able to sort themselves among focus
schools and between focus and other schools. Choice will not create
focus schools, but it is an indispensable part of a focus-based educational
reform.

—Though most focus schools should aim to serve a cross section of city high
school students, some schools should target students who have failed in
other settings.

—A period of organizational trial and error is essential.

—1In dealing with focus schools, the central office must facilitate school-level
problem solving, not function as a regulator or evaluator.

—Focus schools must be built one by one, not mass-produced as identical
versions of a fixed model.

. How can educators and the public judge whether focus schools are
developing properly and helping their students?

The focus school concept should be judged on feasibility and student benefit.
The key test of feasibility is simply whether focus public schools can, indeed, develop,
recruit, and socialize the staff they need, and serve a true cross section of the city
school population. The ultimate criterion is student benefit, i.e., whether
disadvantaged minority students attend regularly, experience fewer disciplinary or
behavioral problems, graduate in high numbers, take challenging classes, enter
institutions of higher education in higher numbers, and score better on consequential
standardized tests like the SAT.

. How could a skeptical school system attempt a small test?

A test could be small, initially involving three to ten high schools. It should last
long enough for schools to be able to define their individual characters, stabilize staff
and curriculum, and have measurable effects on students. Focus schools developed
for the test should be designed to fit into the normal funding for the city's public high

schools.
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Focus schools should meet the tests described above with regard to character
stability; attraction and retention of staff; attraction of a cross section of the district
population, including a cross section of students now served by zoned high schools in
low-income areas; and the ability to serve those students better than do the current
zoned schools. Finally, the superintendent, board, teachers' union, and other parties
interested in reform—particularly the business community—should agree in advance
that the teat will be given a fair chance to succeed and the results, if positive, will be

acted on.

CONCLUSION

Two related reforms now being urged — choice and site-based management —
address real problems. But without an effort to build focus schools, neither choice nor
site-based management will dramatically improve inner-city schools.

Site-based management enables a staff to tailor a school to the specific needs
of students in attendance; but when given the freedom to govern themselves, staffs of
existing schools too often bog down in negotiations about their own working
conditions. Choice ensures that staff and teachers can leave schools that they do not
like, but it does not guarantee that demand will elicit a supply of good schools,
especially in inner cities. With the addition of the focus school concept and its
emphasis on a clearly articulated mission' combined with institutional integrity, choice
and site-based management become powerful engines for the reform of inner-city
schools.

Choice and the deregulation that accompanies site-based management create
the external conditions for effective schools. But the internal conditions—developing a
coherent school mission and the individual character that appeals to students and
teachers—matter equally. The effort to develop the internal conditions must be made,
not brushed aside as a detail that will be taken care of by the operations of free
markets or the professionalism of newly empowered school staffs. The focus school
approach shows how schools themselves can become institutions that motivate, lead,

and teach disadvantaged inner-city youth.
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. INTRODUCTION

Virtually everyone who will read this report attended high school. Most will view
the issue of urban school improvement through the lens of personal experience. But
that experience probably bears little resemblance to the reality of urban secondary
schools today.

In entering the world of today's urban high school, one must leave outdated
assumptions behind. Some may believe that urban public secondary schools provide
the only hope for the future or the major impediment to student progress; others may
understand parochial high schools as models to be emulated, or as enclaves of the
privileged; alternative or magnet schools may be thought of as public education at its
best, or at its worst. All of these perceptions, including their internal contradictions,
hold true in some respects. But not one of them is wholly accurate, and perceptions
based on a school experience of 20 or more years ago hopelessly misrepresent what
is going on in each of these schools today.

This report examines why some schools appear to work well, while others drift
aimlessly from year to year. It explores the underlying assumptions and working
strategies behind the efforts of different schools to respond to the needs of their
students. It defines the bargain each school makes with its students. It focuses on how
schools motivate students to study and learn.

The report begins by describing the students that these schools serve and the
problems that they bring with them to the classroom. It examines the culture of three
different kinds of secondary school— church-run, special-purpose public, and zoned
comprehensive—and how that culture is reflected in the mission and operations of the
schools. It concludes by suggesting how to extend the central features of parochial
and special-school practice throughout urban secondary schools or, alternatively,

mount limited demonstrations to test the conclusions of this report.
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ORIGIN AND PURPOSE OF THE STUDY

The initial impetus for this study came from the Student-Sponsor Partnership
Program, which pays tuition so that some low-income New York City students can
attend religiously affiliated high schools. Several inner-city private high schools
participate in the program; six are Catholic and one is Lutheran. Under the program,
often referred to as the Partnership Program, well-to-do New Yorkers of all religious
persuasions cover the tuition costs for about 350 low-income African-American and
Puerto Rican students who would otherwise attend public schools. The sponsors often
help students in public elementary schools who are failing or in danger of dropping
out of school and who are of average or below-average ability.

Students in the program are guaranteed tuition in one of the participating
schools. They must agree only to attend the school and to work at meeting whatever
academic requirements the school establishes. Most come from single-parent homes
and subsist on public assistance, and many are not Catholic. Most enter high school
two or more years below grade level and score below average on school placement
tests. A few score below the tenth percentile. The study was interested in starting with
these students because they offered the opportunity to examine how low-income
minority students fared in nonpublic schools.

Originally, the study team sought to learn if and how parochial schools
succeeded with these students and to compare the experiences of Partnership
students with those of students enrolled in zoned comprehensive public schools. As
the study progressed, we realized that some magnet and other special-purpose public
schools were also experiencing considerable success with low-income minority
youngsters. We expanded the scope of the study because this emerging new
evidence deserved attention. The focus of the study extended, therefore, to
incorporate the experiences of low-income youngsters in these three different kinds of
schools.

By reputation, some secondary schools-Catholic—Catholic schools and
special-purpose and magnet public schools are succeeding with many of the students

the typical public school fails to reach, educating and graduating large numbers of
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urban minority youngsters prepared for the demands of further education, training, or
work.

This inquiry set out to examine how these schools succeed and to understand if
the typical public school could adapt some of their methods. It examines three different
kinds of schools: Catholic schools (also called parochial or religious schools in the
text), which many believe are doing an exceptional job; special-purpose public
schools (including some magnet schools), which rely on public funds but develop
distinctive approaches to serving disadvantaged students; and zoned public high
schools, which provide comprehensive educational services to students living in
defined geographical areas.

Many others have examined the success of particular types of schools,
particularly parochial schools. These studies have been marked by disagreement
about whether the results are a function of the school's actions or its selectivity.

The inquiry described here differs from most recent studies. We approach the
issue not by examining indicators of student performance and trying to explain the
differences, but by going into different kinds of schools to learn how they operate, how
they express and realize their expectations of students, what school leaders think they
are trying to accomplish' and how they relate to constituencies outside the school
building' including parents and outside funding agencies, as well as district
administrators, parish priests, school boards, and others higher in the bureaucratic
hierarchy.*

Insights into how each of the three kinds of schools works as an institution The
conclusions consider whether individual features of religious and special-purpose
public schools might be adapted to help improve the comprehensive public secondary
school. We do not, however, try to make a case for magnet schools or for religious
education, but rather to understand how the best ideas from these schools might help

to improve educational opportunity for minority youngsters in urban high schools.

! For vivid reports ofCatholic school operationsee Margaret M. Camarena, "Bompanion of theOrganizational
Structures of Public and Catholic High Schooldigsertation,StanfordUniversity, August1986; James G. Cibuika el.,
Inner City Private Elementary SchopllarquetteUniversity Press, Milwaukeel982; andJanet M. Hudolin, "The&ocial
Organization of anUrban Catholic School: Policy Implicationgor Public Schools,” master's thesis, University of
Michigan, August 1989.
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THE SCHOOLS

A research team of three people studied 13 schools in the course of this study.
It examined eight New York City schools in depth and conducted partial observations
in five others, three in Washington, D.C., and two in New York City. Of the eight studied
in depth, three were parochial high schools, two were comprehensive New York City
public high schools, and three were unique public schools that provided specialized
vocational or academic programs for children from throughout the city. Of the unique
public schools, two were open to a cross section of all students and one was designed
for students who had failed in comprehensive schools, owing to academic,
attendance, or behavioral problems.

Throughout this report the unique public schools are referred to as
special-purpose schools. For variety, they are occasionally called magnet schools,
although we exclude selective magnet schools, such as the Bronx High School of
Science, from the group. Most of these specialized programs were created in the past
decade, although New York City has a long history of supporting specialized trade
schools. In some ways, as this analysis indicates, the special-purpose schools
resemble Catholic schools; in others, they look much more like comprehensive public
schools. Some of these special-purpose schools regularly produce student results that
match or exceed those of parochial schools.

The Catholic schools studied include only archdiocesan or parochial high
schools that admit a cross section of inner-city students; highly selective,
college-preparatory Catholic high schools are not part of the analysis. The
archdiocesan or parochial high schools—many of them established at the turn of the
century to respond to what Catholic parents perceived to be religious intolerance in
the public schools—were created to serve Catholic students, largely without regard to
academic ability. In recent years, their character has changed Increasingly, they enroll
students from non-Catholic backgrounds and require minimal admission and

placement tests.
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The zoned public high schools studied were located in low-income
neighborhoods and served populations consisting almost entirely of minorities. At our
request, the New York City Board of Education nominated schools for the study that
were in the middle range of inner-city schools. The two that we visited were
considered improving schools: Their academic and student safety records had
improved measurably within the past five years and were now considered roughly

typical of inner-city zoned high schools.

METHODS

The schools accepting Partnership students agreed to let us spend several
days observing classes, reviewing student records, and interviewing administrators,
counselors, teachers, and students. Thanks to the generous cooperation of the late
Chancellor Richard Green and the New York City Board of Education Division of High
Schools, we had comparable access to the students and programs of city public high
schools, both zoned comprehensive and special purpose.

Researchers spent about ten person-days in each of the eight schools studied
in depth and three to five person-days in the five other schools. The time was spent
interviewing the principal and senior administrative staff, observing about ten classes,
and conducting approximately 50 additional interviews with students, counselors, and
teachers in each school. The team also left behind a detailed attitude questionnaire, to
be completed by 50 students in each school.

This intensive data collection provided the study with a rich picture of each
school's mission, values, programs, and relationships with students and external
groups. The interviews, questionnaires, and Observations became the raw material for
a detailed case narrative that served as the basis for comparing the schools in this

report.
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STUDY DESIGN

The study was designed to achieve the following:

. Enable us to understand the three types of schools well enough to know
in some detail how they operate as organizations, teaching institutions,
and academic and social experiences for students.

. Support an analysis—based on data from the three types of schools—of
the distinctive features of Catholic and special purpose public schools
that help to explain their particular effectiveness in serving disadvantaged
minority students.

. Explore the organizational and personnel incentives that allow schools to
implement and sustain those key features.
. Formulate hypotheses about how these features could be created in

regular public schools and suggest how the hypotheses could be fully
iImplemented on a broad scale—or tested on a smaller scale—if doing so
would make any discernible difference to the larger school population.

We then moved beyond the analyses of data to ask: How can the key features
of Catholic and special-purpose schools be made more broadly available in public
schools? What actions, including funding, training, and changes in regulations and
contracts, would be necessary? These questions provided the analytical backbone for

the sections that follow.

REPORT STRUCTURE

Section Il outlines the importance of improving urban secondary schools and
describes the educational problems of inner-city high school students. The third
section presents composite profiles of the three kinds of schools that we
studied—Catholic, special-purpose public, and zoned public—and examines student
performance. The profiles provide the basic facts used in later analysis.

Section IV analyzes the principal differences among the schools that we
studied, highlighting critical similarities and differences in mission, organization,
management of student life, curriculum, and instruction. It concludes with a set of

summary statements about the features of
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Catholic and special-purpose public schools that set them apart from
comprehensive public high schools and appear to make them particularly effective in
serving students.

The fifth section addresses the question of generalizability: What evidence do
we have that the features that we have identified could be adapted or reproduced in
comprehensive public schools, and what is the evidence that such features would
improve student and school performance? The final section explores the implications
of what we have found and shows how school systems can create focus schools and

assess their effectiveness for disadvantaged students.
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Il. THE EDUCATIONAL IMPERATIVE:IMPROVING URBAN
SECONDARY SCHOOLS

Urban public secondary schooling is the embarrassing secret hidden in the
nation's educational closet. Despite the ceaseless clamor of the past decade about
school performance in the United States—much of it directed toward secondary
schools—only a few analysts and policy initiatives have focused specifically on the
needs of urban schools, and these have dealt almost invariably with the needs of

urban children in the preschool and early elementary years.

SIGNIFICANCE OF URBAN SECONDARY SCHOOLS

If the nation's larger educational agenda is to be met, and if the needs of a large
and expanding minority student population are to be addressed, the effort must start in
the nation's cities. In New York State, for example, 41 percent of the students enrolled
in public schools can be found in only five city school systems: the boroughs of New
York City, along with Buffalo, Rochester, Syracuse, and Yonkers.! These five cities
also enroll 82 percent of the state's minority students (black, Hispanic, Native
American, and Asian or Pacific Islander).? Almost all of the state's language-minority
students live in these five urban areas, most of them in New York City.?

New York City itself enrolls 36 percent of all the public school students in the
state and three out of four of the state's minority students. In addition, the city's
nonpublic school enroliment represents 11 percent of the state's total public school
enroliment.* Whatever the problems of the state's suburban and rural schools and the
problems are very real—the state cannot possibly hope to improve statewide student
performance or the overall quality of its labor force without marked improvement in the
big-city schools now enrolling nearly half of all public school students. And that goal

depends first and foremost on turning around the public schools of New York City.

! State Education Departmeitew YorkThe State of Learning: Statewide Profile of
the Educational Systemlbany, New York, January 1, 1989, Table 4A.

2 |bid., Table 5.

% Ibid., Table 6.
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If the effort is to start in urban areas, then it must take root in the early years.
Existing analytical and policy attention to preschool and elementary education is
clearly a sensible first step. But genuine reform cannot succeed unless urban
secondary schools receive simultaneous attention. It is during the high school years
that the deficiencies in school and non-school support for urban youngsters,
particularly minority youngsters, have such brutal consequences for the students, their
families, and their communities.

In the secondary school years, academic and behavioral problems that were
manageable with children in the early grades become overwhelming as students
mature and have to deal with the more complicated demands of high school
mathematics and language. Economic and neighborhood decay that could be kept
partly at bay in the child's formative years become central to the high school student's
experience. The routine demands of school confront the excitement of adolescence
and the heady income possibilities of an open underground economy. As a result,
while community leaders blame the school and school personnel point to the
community, absenteeism increases, achievement declines, and maintaining order in
the school overrides academic progress.

Many families try to cope with the difficulties by pretending that nothing is
wrong. This approach imposes an enormous long-term strain on everyone involved.
Others try to bring the problem into the open, discuss it, and examine alternative ways
to proceed. Experts agree that, despite the initial stress involved, this approach
promises stronger and healthier families in the long run. The analysis in subsequent
sections of this report is designed to bring the problem into the open so that it can be

discussed and examined as a first step in creating stronger and healthier schools.

BASIC PROBLEMS OF URBAN SECONDARY SCHOOLS

Because they are located in inner-city neighborhoods and serve low-income

minority students, the three kinds of schools described in this study draw from a pool of

4 Ibid., Table 4A.
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seriously disadvantaged youth. Table 1 displays broad demographic data about the
students in these schools.

As the data indicate, both the Catholic and special-purpose public schools can
be relatively small (500 to 600 students), but schools as large as 2400 to 2600 are
found in each group. Zoned schools were all large. Both types of public school were
much more heavily staffed by teachers, administrators, and support personnel than the
Catholic schools.

Table 1

DEMOGRAPHICS OF THE SCHOOLS SURVEYED

Special-
Purpose
Student Characteristics Zoned Public Public Catholic
Percentage of students who are
Hispanic 60 50 49
Black 40 40 25
White 0 5 25
Asian 0 5 1
Percentage with families on
welfare or in poverty 75 40 40
Percentage of parents who
completed high school? 56 86 69
School size range 1800-2400 500-2600 600-2500
Student-to-staff ratio 11:1 11:1 20:1
Percentage of students admitted
below grade level 65-75 25-40 35

2From student survey; see the appendix.

In terms of minority poverty, zoned comprehensive schools enroll the largest
proportion of poor black and Hispanic students. Enrollment in such schools consists
entirely of minority students, three-quarters of them from families on public assistance
and at least two-thirds of them below grade level. Substantial numbers of students in
each of the other two types of school are also low-income minorities: Between 75 and
90 percent of students in Catholic and special-purpose schools are black and
Hispanic, 40 percent of them on public assistance, but only one-third are below grade

level.
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Students in all of the schools in this study come from neighborhoods—in the
Bronx, Brooklyn, and Manhattan—with formidable problems. Some come from
neighborhoods in which crime and public health statistics are, quite literally, among
the worst in the world. Four schools—two zoned, one Catholic, and one special
purpose—draw at least a few students from the Harlem neighborhoods where male
life expectancy is lower than that in Bangladesh.” Many of the children in these
schools exhibit severe health problems resulting from poor prenatal care, inadequate
nutrition, untreated infections, and exposure to lead paint and other toxic materials.
Many are exposed to molds in dilapidated buildings; in one zoned school, children
suffer from asthma due to exposure to molds in the school itself.

In those neighborhoods more than half of all children are born out of wedlock.
The majority of children in the schools studied live with only one parent—many lived
with grandparents, with more remote relatives, or in group homes. As many as 25
percent of the children in these neighborhoods become parents before they reach the
normal high school graduation age of 18.

In short, each of the eight schools studied is struggling to cope with the
problems of urban decay and social disintegration. Some children in all the schools
studied, including the Catholic schools, had recently been convicted or charged with
criminal activities. Dozens were in protective custody to escape violence from parents,
older siblings, or parents' companions. Principals in every school had banned
beepers because many students were using them to arrange drug sales.

Catholic school principals were particularly concerned that school uniforms
were used as protective cover by students dealing drugs, as students wearing them
were less likely to be questioned by police. Three of the schools in this study (one
Catholic, one special-purpose public, and one zoned public) served students whose
brothers had been charged in the infamous Central Park "wilding" attacks on joggers
in 1989. During our study the parents of several students in one Catholic school were

indicted for extortion and murder.

® See Colin McCord, M.D., and Harold P. Freeman, M D., "Excess Mortality in Harlkew"England Journal of
Medicine Vol. 33, No. 3, January 18, 1990, pp. 173-177.
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Language

In addition to these environmental problems, approximately one-sixth of the
students in our schools are recent immigrants, mostly from Puerto Rico or from Latin
American countries. Many have had little formal schooling, and most exhibit moderate
to severe problems reading and speaking English. Though some Spanish-speaking
students become fluent English speakers, most are handicapped throughout high
school by their unfamiliarity with written English and idiom. Because most use English
only with other students, they have difficulty attaining an adult level of English

proficiency.

Motivation

Although they grow up in one of the world's great commercial and cultural
centers, many children in New York's inner-city neighborhoods have little
interest—and perceive themselves as having no stake—in the larger society. Because
many immigrant students come from very poor rural areas, they often succumb to the
lure of low-wage jobs. They can usually earn enough to enjoy a higher level of
consumption than adults in their home villages enjoyed and therefore see little need
for continued education.

Native-born students in these schools are also attracted by jobs in both the
legal and underground economies. Many are tempted to drop out to work full-time;
those who work part-time often have little time for study and are too weary to pay full
attention in classes. These are the classic unmotivated urban high school students for
whom jobs and the other distractions of adolescence can overpower anything the
schools have to offer.

Some parents manage to keep their children focused on the importance of
schooling. But few have the time or the knowledge required to participate in their
children's education. Even the parents who work to put their children into private or
public magnet schools take a passive approach to education, and most can only hope
that the schools can find a way to motivate their children. If the school fails in that effort,

the students are unlikely to develop the attendance patterns and discipline that they
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need to master high school material. Motivating the unmotivated constitutes the first

challenge of all the schools in this study.

Dropouts

As one result of these problems, the high schools do not even see some of the
children who are promoted to ninth grade. Nearly 10 percent disappear after junior
high school (eighth grade for most New York City students, ninth grade for a few).
Some simply evade authorities; others legally drop out because their academic
progress was so slow they had turned 16 before leaving the eighth grade.

Of the students who actually enroll in high school, slightly more than one-half are
likely to gain a regular high school diploma. In 1987-1988, 140,000 students were
registered in public high schools in Brooklyn, the Bronx, and Manhattan. If one in four
had graduated that year, the total number of graduates would have been 35,000. In
fact, only 22,000 graduated—63 percent of the number that would routinely be
expected.

These numbers include selective high schools open to all students citywide.
Throughout the city, in zoned schools open to all, less than 55 percent of the expected
number of students graduated.® Some of the students not graduating from regular high
schools later pursue General Education Diplomas and other credentials. But when
most of the students in such programs enroll, they are already burdened with children

and heavy financial obligations.

® New York City Board of Education,Office of ResearchEvaluation, and AssessmentAccountability Section
Report: The Annual Dropout Rate 1987-8989.



29

I1l. SCHOOLS' RESPONSE

Many reformers have urged public school change in response to the problems
described in the preceding section. Many of these recommendations, particularly in
the earliest stages of the reform movement, demanded more rigor, stronger curriculum
content, and greater accountability for results in secondary schools.*

More recently, school reformers have turned their attention to the importance of
creating schools—both elementary and secondary—that can function as self-
sustaining, problem-solving organizations.? These later reforms emphasize the
importance of site-based management so as to make the school a community
characterized by strong internal bonds and a capacity for influencing all of its
members— administrators, teachers, staff, students, and parents. Much of this
discussion depends on theory about organizational behavior, with illustrations drawn
from corporate experience or from exemplary school efforts thought to embody the
principles of site management.

Several spokesmen and researchers have cited the initial reform focus on
standards and accountability as inimical to the interests of minority children.®* More
recently, however, various site-based management strategies have been harnessed to
the improvement of educational opportunities for minority youngsters. Minority leaders
increasingly argue that greater school autonomy to meet the particular needs of
youngsters in each school can benefit all students and, in particular, students from

minority backgrounds.*

! See, for example, Nation&lommission onExcellence in Educationd Nation atRisk The Imperative for
Educational ReformWashington, D.C., 1983; also U.S. Department of EducafimericanEducation:Making It
Work Washington, D.C., 1988.

2 See, for example, Ronald FEdmonds,"Making Public SchoolsEffective,” Social Policy, September-October
1981, pp. 56-60; John |. Goodla&l Place Called School: Prospects for the FufiMeGraw-Hill, New York,1984,
p. 229, Carnegie Institutiod, Nation PreparedForum onEducationandthe Economy, Washingtom).C., 1986;
James P. Comer, "Educating Poor Minority ChildreSglientific AmericanVol. 259, No. 5,November1988, pp.
42-48; and Albert Shanker, “Restructurindmerican Education,” inRoundtable onUrban Education Business-
Higher Education Forum, Washington, D.C., 1989.

3 See, for example, Daniel Koretz, “Arriving in Lake Wobegohre Standardized ests Exaggeratingchievement
and Distorting Instruction?’American EducatqrSummer 1988, pp. 8-15.

4 See Massachusetts Institute of Technologgtucation That Works: An ActionPlan for the Education of
Minorities, Quality Education for Minorities Project, Cambridge, 1990.
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Few proposals—whether from the general reform movement or from those most
concerned with the education of minority teenagers—have considered how schools
outside regular public school systems work with low-income minority students. Nor
have they considered the possibility that special-purpose public and religiously
affiliated schools are, in fact, models of the very schools their proposals advocate. But,
as the analysis in this document concludes, one striking similarity between special-
purpose public schools and Catholic schools is that they are both site managed

Special-purpose public schools turn out to be unique creations of their
administration and staff. Individual Catholic schools are even more independent,
essentially managing their own affairs, except when they need occasional help from a
minuscule central bureaucracy. The diocesan schools in New York and other major
cities may, indeed, be the most mature and solidly established example of what a

school system based on site management looks like.

HOW SCHOOLS FUNCTION

Site-management advocates insist that each school be understood as a distinct
organization. Without knowing the school's style of operation and the ways in which
school personnel characteristically behave and think, reform advocates cannot
plausibly predict the consequences of the proposals they put forward.

This section describes Catholic, comprehensive (or zoned), and special-
purpose public schools as the research team observed them in the 1989-1990 school
year, in terms of demographics and student enrollment, mission, curriculum, and
accountability relationships. It concludes with a summary of student achievement.
Taking this description a step further, Sec. IV examines the interplay between the
schools' formal positions—as reflected in such things as statements of mission and
curricula—and their habits, customs, and strategies for dealing with educational
problems.

Rather than trying to describe the dynamics of 13 complex individual
schools—thereby imposing an intolerable burden on the reader—we synthesize

below three fictional composite schools. We found the synthesis feasible because
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schools of each kind exhibited a high degree of internal consistency, i.e., they were
true to type. This device offers the additional advantage of permitting us to honor our
pledge to school personnel not to identify individual schools in our report.

The composites are based on the data collected in three Catholic, two zoned
public, and three special-purpose public schools in New York City. In addition, some
secondary elements of the composites are drawn from less extensive fieldwork in
other schools in New York City and in Washington, D.C. Table 2 compares key

features for each school type.

COMPOSITE CATHOLIC HIGH SCHOOL

Demographics and School Site
Founded 100 years ago by an order of priests, this school today serves 700

boys from around New York City. (The Catholic schools that we studied ranged in size
from 600 to 2500.) Once exclusively Irish and Italian Catholic, the school's population
today is closer to 65 percent Catholic; approximately one-half of the students are

Hispanic, one quarter are black, and one-quarter are white.

Table 2

KEY FEATURES OF SCHOOLS BY TYPE

Special-Purpose

Zoned Public Public Catholic
Mission Preparation of Preparation of Preparation of
graduates for higher responsible, reliable, spiritual, educated,
education, work, thoughtful graduates for mature, independent,
citizenship, college college or responsible adults
entry semiprofessional career ready for 4-year
in health care college
Curriculum
11 electives; strict 1 or 2 electives; Few electives; little
tracking emphasizes healthcare vocational training
training and state
graduation requirements
Remediation Through 12" grade Ends in 10" grade Ends in 10" grade
Accountability Almost entirely Self-contained to extent Almost entirely self-
and external accountable to school can avoid state contained; little central

relationships external control and city requirements control
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Though the school once served a cohesive parish community, its current
clientele is now diverse and dispersed. The student body is drawn from throughout the
city; consequently, no broader community defines and protects the school. The school
defines itself and creates its own community.

Just over half of the students come from single-parent homes, but most mothers
work; two-thirds of the students come from families that find a way to pay at least part of
the school's $1900 annual tuition. One-third of the students have scholarships from the
New York City Student-Sponsor Partnership Program or other social service agencies.
The school keeps some students who have no source of tuition money in the hope that
their parents will someday be able to make partial repayments. The school's per pupil
expenditure slightly exceeds $3000, with the difference coming from the diocese, fund-
raisers, and borrowing.

The school's principal is a 60-year-old priest. Of the 34 teachers, 22 are
Catholic, and most went to Catholic high school at some time during their childhood.
One-quarter of the teachers are brothers (members of the religious order who are not
ordained priests), and three-quarters are members of the laity, including six women.
Only one of the teachers is black; two are Hispanic. Most of the brothers are over fifty
and have spent 30 or more years in schools run by their religious order. The lay
teachers tend to be younger, with a stable core staff in their mid-40s who have been at
the school for 15 to 20 years and a more transient group in their 20s and 30s.

The school site is a century-old downtown building, well but simply maintained
The stairs are worn, but safe; the cafeteria cramped, but clean; hall moldings are lined
with trophies won by school teams over the decades. The classrooms are simple,
decorated with crucifixes and a few posters. During classes, the stairwells and
hallways are empty. When classes change, corridors are filled with rambunctious but

well-behaved hordes of high school boys in white shirts, green ties, and navy jackets.

Mission
For the past century, the school has devoted itself to educating the sons of the

poor and working classes and teaching them to be good Christians, workers, and

citizens. In the past 50 years, its mission has also included preparing them for college,
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and today some 75 percent of its graduates go on to two- and four-year colleges. Most
students want to study business at a four-year institution in the New York City area.
The school's ideal graduate is "spiritual, educated, mature, independent, and socially
responsible,” and the school seeks to develop this sort of character in its students
through a combination of firm rules and personal attention.

The rules on paper are strict: Cutting classes is punished by detention; being
out of uniform results in demerits; talking back to a teacher leads to serious reprimand;
and fighting, cheating, or stealing is grounds for expulsion. But disciplinary action is
infrequent. Except for minor infractions, students tend to obey the rules. Some 25 boys
are asked to stay for detention each day, most for failure to turn in homework rather
than for misbehavior.

Although the school has a dean responsible for discipline, all staff members are
expected to respond to all violations of school rules and values. The school invariably
follows up on minor offenses as a way of keeping order and attending to events in the
students' lives. "If a boy gets the three basic rules into place—attendance, lateness,
and the dress code," explains the principal, "the rest follows naturally.” The principal
also notes that small offenses can signal more important problems and cites the
example of a student who violated the dress code. The teacher who confronted him
learned that the student had been put out of his aunt's house. Subsequently, the
school arranged placement in a protective group home.

The school sees itself as carrying a greater burden of regulating students’
behavior than it would have if parents were stricter. This is a change from 50 years
ago, when school and parents worked in concert to instill values in the students.
Today, the school acts as a surrogate (rather than supplementary) authority figure. All
of the boys have some adult, whether parent or sponsor, who brought him to the
attention of the school and either pays his tuition or arranges to have it paid. But this
situation does not guarantee that the values in the boy's home reflect those of the
school. In fact, parent-sanctioned truancy has led the principal to ask parents at the
annual meeting not to collaborate in their sons' schemes by writing excuse notes.

Many of the parents are intimidated by their sons, who are already better educated
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than themselves. "Remember," the principal admonishes, "you are still the parents,
and your children need you to be firm with them."

The school itself has no trouble asserting its authority. It is convinced that what it
demands of the boys helps them, and it is willing to take the steps necessary to mold
them. It does not assume that students will immediately take to the school's
requirements; rather, it views its charges as malleable, full of potential but not fixed in
their ways. New students are closely watched, particularly those who come from public
schools and to whom the new school's culture is unfamiliar. "They have trouble at first,”
explains the principal, "actually understanding that when we say 'do your homework,’
we mean it. But we prod them; we remind them that they're lucky to be here. And they
watch the way the other kids act. They catch on." New students are frequently
impressed with the school's consistency: "When they say something here, they mean
it. If you don't do your work, they come after you every time."

Teachers are expected to keep track of their students. If a boy is absent, the
teacher will often ask the boy's friends where he is. Many teachers serve as informal
counselors ("every teacher here is a guidance counselor, whether he wants to be or

not," explains the assistant principal), but when a boy has severe problems, the
teacher is expected to refer him to a professional ("teachers are not trained
psychologists").

Teachers feel no qualms about criticizing students' behavior or asking them to
act in a particular way; students and teachers alike have a clear sense that the
school's actions are for the students' own good. They also have the sense of school as
family. "We try to take the place of what's missing outside,” explains the assistant
principal "The secretaries give out Band-Aids; our woman teachers represent mothers;

our male teachers represent fathers."

Staff and Teaching
Instruction centers almost entirely on teachers. Although the administration

recognizes that lecturing is not the most effective way to teach boys of this age and

background, it has few resources for staff development. Because salaries are so low,
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many younger teachers (who earn $19,000 at entry with the prospect of $35,000 after
15 years) are forced to leave out of financial necessity.

The school tries to overcome these handicaps by offering teachers a warm,
supportive place to teach—the most comfortable room in the school is the newly
remodeled teachers' lounge—and by selecting faculty on the basis of their
commitment to Catholic education and to the population the school serves. But many
of the older teachers, particularly the brothers, are frustrated because they have
trouble reaching the boys. A new assistant principal is working with older teachers to
enliven their classes and incorporate more modern teaching techniques, an effort he
expects to take several years.

Despite some tension between the old guard and the younger teachers, the
faculty members share a sense of working toward the same end About three students
are expelled each year for disciplinary reasons and another five to ten are asked not to
return for academic reasons. The faculty care deeply about the school's students, and
many consider giving up on any boy to be a personal failure. In theory and to some
extent in practice, the school is committed to treating students as individuals and to

valuing the individual over the system.

Organization and Curriculum
Although the school is nominally part of a larger Catholic hierarchy, it is

essentially self-contained. Neither the central Catholic school office nor the local
pastor has the time or resources to devote much attention to the school. As a result, the
school is almost completely free of bureaucratic constraints from above. Aside from the
curriculum restrictions imposed by accreditation requirements and the commitment to
the basic philosophy of the religious order, the staff are free to solve problems as they
see fit. The main limitation comes from lack of resources; some of the programs that
might help students require money that the school simply does not have.

Curriculum . The curriculum includes almost no electives. All students take a
basic academic schedule of four years of English, religion, and physical education;
three years each of social studies and mathematics; two years each of science, art,

and foreign language; and one year each of music, health, and computer literacy. Most
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courses are offered at standard and honors levels; ninth- and possibly tenth-grade
classes have remedial tracks as well.

Class time is used efficiently, and teachers are well prepared, but students are
rarely asked other than rhetorical or short factual questions. Hands-on learning, with
the exception of honors science laboratories, is uncommon. Among students in honors
classes, no stigma attaches to doing well, but in the standard track, academic
excellence does not make one popular with one's peers. The school has tried to
change this norm through awards assemblies and "student of the month" bulletin
boards, but thus far it has not succeeded.

Students have homework in most classes every night. Most assignments
involve reading the textbook or an original source (e.g., a novel for English class) and
preparing to answer oral questions in class. All students have at least one assignment
that requires one or two pages of expository writing each week.

Tracking . Boys are placed in tracks according to their standardized test scores
and previous records. Most honors students have scores above the 80th percentile,
with most other students assigned to the standard track. Tracking assignments are not
rigidly fixed, but scheduling difficulties tend to hinder scheduling a boy in, say,
remedial mathematics and honors (or even standard) English.

Remedial Work . Boys admitted to the school with skills below the school's
minimum are required to attend a four-week summer session and take remedial-track
courses during the ninth ant tenth grades. Virtually all of the students in the
Partnership Program are well below grade level when admitted. They—and
approximately 20 other students with serious academic deficiencies admitted each
year on grants—are required to attend summer school and take remedial classes in
ninth grade. The course content of all three tracks is theoretically the same, with
differences arising from pacing and depth.

As in most schools, however, the remedial classes emphasize learning of facts
over discussion of alternative perspectives. Whereas tenth-grade honors students
have laboratories in biology and are expected to learn by reading fiction on their own,
remedial students have only a textbook in biology and vocabulary and lessons in

English grammar. By eleventh grade, however, the program (with the exception of
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mathematics) is reduced to the honors and standard tracks, and students from the
remedial track attend standard classes. Those who still need help are expected to ask
teachers for assistance. The school also runs an afternoon study hall required for
students who fail more than one class.

Specialness of the School. The school tries to set itself apart from the world
in which most of the boys grow up. The uniform is one manifestation of this: "It instills a
sense that school is serious, that education means work," says the principal. Another is
the kind of rhetoric that fills assemblies: "You're not in public school any more; you've
come here because you want to be better, you have goals."

The boys seem to accept the fact that to benefit from the school they have to
play by the rules. Some see it as a simple trade-off—if | follow the rules here, I'll be
able to stay with all my friends. Others have internalized it more—if | learn how to act
like they want me to, Ill be a better person. Many of the boys have an image of who
they would be if they were not at this school. One ninth grader explained "If | had gone
to public school, I'd fool around, hang out late, do no homework, take drugs. Kids at
public school—no one really pays attention to them."

Faculty and staff have a highly developed sense of the school's identity. They
take the responsibility to students extremely seriously; doing whatever they can is a
guestion of conscience. In its most lofty moments, the school sees itself as entrusted
with the souls of 700 boys; in less elevated terms, it feels obligated to the boys' parents
and to the tradition of the founding religious order.

The school's warrant for authoritative action stems in large part from its place
within the larger tradition of Catholic schools. Parents trust the school because of both
the individuals who run it and the legacy it represents. The school, in turn, sees itself
as responsible not only to this generation of students and parents, but to both the past

and the future of the religious order and Catholic schools in general.
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COMPOSITE ZONED HIGH SCHOOL

Demographics and School Site
This high school has traditionally been a port-of-entry school, serving working-

class German and Irish immigrants at the turn of the century, and lower-middle-class
European Jews from the 1920s to the early 1960s. When the Jewish population
moved to the suburbs in the 1960s and 1970s, middle-class black families moved into
the district. For the past 20 years the school has been predominantly black and
Hispanic; no student of Northern European descent has graduated since 1968.

Until 15 years ago, the student body came from fairly stable homes. But in the
late 1970s, owing to the effects of rent control on willingness to maintain buildings,
much poorer families moved in and the neighborhood became a center for drugs and
crime. Although some neighborhood families have steady working-class incomes, the
entire school is considered eligible for Chapter I, the federal compensatory education
program for low-income students, and for free lunch.

On a given day, enrollment at the school totals about 2000 (in the 1950s it was
5200), with some 1400 students attending. The number of formal enrollments each
year exceeds 3000 because of the high number of transfers in and out of the school
area. Some students enroll more than once as they return from visits of varying length
to Puerto Rico, the Dominican Republic, or the rural south. Forty percent of all
enroliments occur after the school year begins. The school is 60 percent Hispanic and
40 percent black, but owing to the mobility of the Hispanic population, graduates are
60 percent black and 40 percent Hispanic. Three years ago no student received a
Regents' Diploma; in spring 1989, 11 students earned that distinction.’

Seventy-eight percent of the students are two years below grade level in
reading, 65 percent are two years below in computational skills. Twelve percent of the
students are in special education; 12 percent are non-English speaking; and 100 are
immigrants who can provide no record of prior schooling. Between 150 and 200

students became parents last year.

° The Regents' Diploma is a mark of distinction for students who successfully complete a rapaersic
program, including foreign language, advanced mathematics and challenging English and social studies courses.
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The principal is a middle-aged Jewish man who has been at the school one
year; before that he was assistant principal for administration at a Brooklyn high
school. The school has about 180 teachers. Half of the teachers are dedicated
loyalists who have made their careers in the school; many are graduates of the school.
Half are short-termers who will look for other assignments as soon as they can. Thirty
of the teachers are Jewish and 30 Irish; about one quarter of the younger cohort are
black and Hispanic.

The school building is structurally sound and most of the hallways are
reasonably clean, lined with construction paper-covered bulletin boards on topics from
nutrition to school rings to algebra. The classrooms are less appealing. Plaster falls
from many of the ceilings; candy wrappers and soda cans begin collecting under the
desks after first period; in the high-ceilinged classrooms, the paint above the 12foot
mark looks as old as the building itself; and student work displayed on classroom
bulletin boards is sometimes defaced with graffiti.

Small groups of students lounge in the hallways, often the same students
period after period. The hallways appear safe during change of class, but there are
reports of students assaulting other students on the back staircase.

To enter the building, students must present a computer-coded badge to a
security guard at the door. If a guard finds a knife on a student, the knife is confiscated
and a parent is notified. The head of security estimates that 20 to 40 percent of the
students carry knives, but they are rarely used, and anyone caught holding a knife
inside the building is immediately suspended. There is little evidence of drug use or
sales on the school grounds, although a member of the research team did witness an

apparent drug transaction in a student lavatory.

Mission
In theory, the school seeks to provide its students with solid academic training

that will prepare them for higher education, productive work, and responsible
citizenship. But this goal is overshadowed by day-to-day concerns. In practice, the
school's basic mission is to meet as many of its students' severe and varied needs as

possible through whatever programs it can muster.



40

Special programs include attendance outreach, parenting classes, ethnic music
and art programs, and temporary housing for homeless students. Although the
principal would like for these programs to fit coherently into some larger scheme, he
cannot keep track of all the pieces. And, he says, "We couldn't simplify the school
without neglecting or discriminating against someone."

Although the school nominally anticipates that all students will graduate. few
teachers or administrators genuinely expect this to happen. Fewer than 60 percent of
the ninth graders are promoted to tenth grade, and by graduation time, only 35 percent
to 45 percent of those who started with the class remain. Much of the school's energy
is devoted to making these figures look less bleak when reported to the Board of
Education—in effect, finding ways to keep students on the rolls until they "age out" at
19.

The school is further fractionated by its division into "houses,” which are
intended to give the students the feeling of a smaller "home base." But in practice, few
students have a sense of commitment to the house to which they are assigned. The
houses serve mainly to honor test-score distinctions among entering students, with
houses for honors, college-bound (standard track), business, bilingual, and special-

education students.

Staff and Teaching
Staff share no coherent, overarching goal. Each is committed to a specific

program or organizational unit—an academic department, the health clinic, the
newspaper, the job development program, the African dance class—many of which
are funded from sources outside the school and to which the staff feel responsible.
Teachers are not expected to serve as counselors. While some teachers have
developed a deep personal rapport with their students, others allow the bureaucracy
to buffer them from close contact. For instance, a central office handles cutting.
Teachers are simply required to keep records for their own classes, which the office
combines to create attendance records for each student. Unless the office requests or

demands action, many teachers consider record keeping the Ilimit of their
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responsibility. Teachers inclined to follow up on absenteeism are often prevented from
doing so by other, overwhelming demands on their time.

The school has a large number of formal counselors, including two guidance
counselors at each grade level, nine family assistants, four social worker/investigators
devoted to attendance issues, three visiting social workers from a community-based
organization, a dropout-prevention coordinator, a college counselor, a career
counselor, a part-time psychologist, and a full-time physician in the on-site health
clinic.

Some students establish stable relationships with one or another of the
counselors. Others are sent in for ad hoc meetings in response to a particular problem.
But many students resist contact by giving the school false addresses and inventing
phone numbers, leaving the school at a loss in both disciplinary and counseling

cases.

Discipline
Although the school strictly enforces rules governing the most severe

behaviors—no fighting, no weapons, no drugs—most less serious violations are tacitly
ignored. Despite a sign reading "No Hats or Walkmans," requests to remove these are
frequently ignored with no further consequences. Lateness is not punished; in fact,
students are given only three minutes between classes, making adherence to the
hypothetical rule nearly impossible.

The school seems reluctant to make demands for fear of violating students'
rights or driving them away. The school feels compelled to keep as many students as
possible in attendance each day, so it is willing to tolerate almost anything as long as it
takes place within the building and does not disrupt others. Students are happy to
have a warm, safe place to spend the day with their friends and to earn a certificate
that may enable them to get a better job.

Teachers and students tacitly agree that life will be most pleasant for both if they
keep interference in each other's lives to a minimum. In practice, this works out to be a
compact in which adults agree not to demand too much in return for the students'

agreement not to cause trouble. Some extraordinary teachers and students rise above



42

the compact—individual classes vary from abysmal to outstanding—»but it is a powerful

force in the life of the school.

Organization
The school is severely constrained by the regulations and procedures that

govern it. The principal, for example, has little authority in hiring staff. Those he is
calculated to need are simply assigned by the central office and appear, armed with a
contract prohibiting their dismissal, at the school in September. The principal tries to
hire good teachers and good permanent substitutes whenever possible and to block
any particularly bad new teachers from achieving tenure. But his efforts require
tremendous amounts of paperwork, physical and emotional energy, and often fail
anyway.

For their part, teachers also face enormous frustrations. Maintaining coherence
in academic offerings and stability in student class assignments is very nearly
impossible in light of the central office's control of teaching assignments. For example,
as the school's average daily attendance declines throughout the year (as students
formally drop out or simply stop coming to school), teacher slots are cut and some
teachers must abruptly leave the school. Some programs, such as bilingual education,
suffer teacher cuts of up to 20 percent in midyear.

Furthermore, many of the external programs from which the school
benefits—such as those sponsored by the city and by private foundations—come with
numerous requirements that prevent the school from adapting them to its needs or
combining them into a larger framework. The lack of resources, contract requirements,
city and state regulations, and staff reluctance to work beyond their formal

responsibilities all constrain the school's ability to initia