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Does starting _from
scratch bypass the
sticky problems
of school change?
Those whao've tried
it say they face
the same issues
older schools do—
especially our
stubborn inner
picture of ‘what
school is.’

BY KATHI FEN CUSHMAN

Starting a New Essential School:
What It Shows About Change

[HESIGN IN FRONT OF THE
school building in a recent New
Yorker cartoon reads “THE
Kowestor Fley —and in small
print, bencath, “rogserey 2.5 102
[t could be ribbing any one of the
new schools springing up around
the nation- whether through New
York City's drive o break down
large, comprehensive higlh schools
into sinaller, more personalized
learning environments; through
various stales” eftorts to encourage
charter schaol start-ups; or through
srowing regions” moves Lo
accommodale population overflow
in schools that have new visions

as well as new buildings.

Or it could intend, even more
trenchantly, to skewer schools that
simply put old wine in new, more
sexy bottles—repackaging or even
franchising the same dreary product
to sell as today’s fun new public
schooling. Indeed, to avoid this
fate by fundamentally rethinking
the why and how of schooling has
become a erucial and ongoing aim
for the many new Essential schools
across the country. Both large and
small, these schools are taking
advantage of their position to
jump-start the change process—
hiring statt who share a common
outlook, redesigning, their curricula
and teaching methods, devising
infrastructures that support new
kinds of learning, and giving all
concerned more sav in how the
sehool will run.

But new Essential schools
from coast io coast have learned
Uhrough hard experience that
starting from scratch provides no
exemptions from the arduous
Process of educational change.

A new school's birth, in fact, seems
to distill every truism ol school
restructuring into an object lesson
in high hopes and hard realities.

“New schools underline the fact
Lthat if vou don’t move at a certain
pace, it's hard to move at all,” says
Deboraly Meier, who founded
New York City's Central Park East
Secondary School in 1986 as one
of the charler members of the
Coalition of Essenlial Schools.
“We're creatures of habit. You
have to change enough of the
circumstances that people are
forced to make changes in their
habits—-if you make it casy to fall
back, you’re soon just teaching the
same lesson in a long block that
we used to teach in 45 minutes.
And you must move while there's
¢nough enthusiasm that peoaple
don’t gel cynical ™

Just how do new schools
o about replacing deep-seated
internal images of school with new
habits and expectalions? How do
they create and sustain enthusiasm
as the fivst flush of creation wears
oft? Cana new format alone change
whatl goes on between teachers
and students in the classroom? Do
some strategics work better than
others in introducing change toa




community? Fssential school people
involved in launch efforts of every
nature and at every stage spoke to
these questions in recent interviews,
lending new perspective to the
struggles that established schools
encounter as they attempt to change.

How New Schools Start

Not all new schools begin with

the same circumstances, and their
variations may have a lot to do with
how far and fast they move. One
innovative reform scheme seeks to
take huge comprehensive city high
schools and break them into smaller
units that share building facilities
but operate independently in every
other way. Meier, for instance, is
now helping to oversee New York's
Coalition Campus Project, which
began in 1993 with the freshman
class slated to enter Manhattan's
3,000-student Julia Richman High
School. That schoal’s decaying
physical plant will be renovated
eventually to house a “campus”

of Essential schools serving no
muore than 400 students each. Six

of these small schools have opened
at various city sites, shaping a

maore personalized structure and
curriculum,

“Change can’t be done
reasonably in the next generation
unless the numbers are small
enough,” Deborah Meier declares.
“You need no more than 25 people
to be able to sit around and talk
about their ideas. In a large school
where the faculty is doing many dif-
ferent things, it’s close to impossible
for them to arrive at serious engage-
ment around the issues of what they
want and how to get to it. It becomes
a big political negotiations process—
politics, not ideas.”

But faculties for these urban
splinter schools often arrive
inexperienced or unprepared for
the new kinds of schooling they
will be asked to offer. They may
have smaller meetings than in their
former schools, but they need at
least as much support to develop
new practices. “1t’s been a tremen-

dous struggle,” says principal Sylvia
Rabiner of Landmark School, which
opened this fall in a windowless
rented space in Harlem while
waijting for promised leased space,
and which envolls 80 ninth-graders
who would otherwise have gone

to Julia Richman. “Six of our eight
teachers had no first-hand familiari-
ty with Essential School ideas;
several had no teaching experience;
and none of us had ever started a
new school before.” Nonetheless,
Rabiner says, a collegial hiring
process led to an extraordinary
level of staff commitment, which
energized her faculty through the
toughest winter in New York's
memory; not only was Landmark’s
faculty attendance record 100
percent, but its students, known in
the past for sky-high truancy rates,
raised their attendance levels to
roughly 90 percent.

Mecanwhile, New York City
schools chief Ramon Cortines has
proposed the same plan for James
Monroe High School in the South
Bronx, calling for it to splinter into
six smaller schools over the next
four years. A similar strategy has
begun in Philadelphia in recent
years, where the district encourages
like-minded teachers to carve out
subsidiary programs (which they
call “charter schools”) from sprawl-
ing comprehensive high schools.

The idea of granting a
“charter”—the right to replace the
local school board as an autono-
mous educational authority-—to
small groups of teachers, parents, or
community members who want to
start their own public school has
gained popularity in recent years.
Eight states have adopted legislation
that permits such ventures, though
in widely different forms. Though
some critics argue they siphon
funds and talent from other public
schools and act as a thin disguise
for voucher-style choice systems,
charter school advocates say they
aim to spark the creation of
innovative new schools and seed
large-scale reform. Several new

charter schools influenced by
Essential School ideas—but autho-
rized and funded quite differently—
are beginning not only in
Philadelphia but in Colorado,
Massachusetts, California, and
elsewhere, (See sidebar, page 4.)
Finally, many states and
districts whose populations are
burgeoning—largely in the
Southeast, Southwest, and West
Coast—have commissioned
new schools simultanecusly to
accommodate more students and to
rethink what and how they should
be learning. Georgia’s Salem High
School, South Carolina’s Dutch
Fork High School, two new high
schools in Arizona, a Southern
California middle school, and
New Hampshire's Souhegan High
School all started with Essential
School philosophies. Each drew
up ambitious and idealistic reform
plans; but because each is the main
offering for area students they
have run into many of the same
challenges from their communities
faced by established schools the
midst of change.
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What's a'Real' School?

In an advisory session at Catalina
Foothills High School in Tucson,
Arizona, a dozen ninth- and tenth-
graders confront the differences
they perceive at the brand new
school they inhabit. A dramatic,
spacious structure overlooking this
mountainous desert landscape, its
halls still echo with fewer students
than it will housie at capacity in a
few years-and its classrooms still
echo with past voices of tradition,
influencing what kids regard as a
"real” high school.

"In some ways this place feels
more like an elementary school,
and in some ways iCs more like a
community college,” says one girl.
"You get more attention, like
younger kids-"

"Too much attention!” broke in

a boy. "They try to know your soul.
Ifs none of their business.”

"-but they make you take
more responsibility for your own
work, like in college:

Other kids put in their gripes:
too much small-group work (“like
babies"),no upperclassmen as yet,
the house system ("you don't feel
like you're in high school"), the
disruption of having started in a
local middle school. Community
controversy over innovations in
school schedule and classroom
practices resulted in its first princi-
pal's reassignment during the
school's first year, and Catalina

Foothills now runs on a convention-

al five-period day, offering intensive
honors classes on demand. But

the uproar left students feeling
ungrounded-uncertain what to
expect from the initial group of
idealistic teachers who came from
all over the country with a firm
commitment to Essential School

ideas. and whose own expectations
met immedia te resistance.

At the heart of the dilemma is a
fact that plagues every school
attempting change, but especially

thos;e in more privileged districts
that consider themselves successful

by traditional measures like college
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LET'S TALK:

How One Community Prepared for Its New School

In thecument planning year before Sedona Red Rock High School opens in
GA nna, Arizona, principal Rick Lear has scheduled discussion groups with
parents, students, and community members on fourteen topics Each topic
was scheduled for three alternative times of day, to maximize participation;
and each session ended with the question, 'What implications do our views

have for the design and operation of our high school?" The subjects for
discussion follow, roughly grouped into three areas:

Goals, Values, Standards

* What willmake us mostproud ofourgraduates?What will weexpectof

them?

« Powerful learning: What is it, and how can webuilditinto theschool?
« Graduation and exhibitions, jobs and future opportunities
« Standards: How good is good enough?

Sample Learning Activities

« English and social studies: Socratic seminars

« Math and science: Complex problems

* Integrated curriculum
* Thinking and problem-solving

Special Topics

* Using the community: Field-based learning, mentorships, service learning

adult volunteers

* Parents, teachers, and persdnalization

« New technologies: Possibilities and realities
« Co-curricular activities: Cldbs and sports
* School name, mascaot, colors, etc.; governance and operation

e Curriculum design

admissions and standardized test
scores. "Everyoize is a quasi-expert
on education, because we've all
been through it," observes Bob
Mackin, the principal of Souhegan
High School in Amherst, New

Hampshire, which began at the
same time as Catalina Foothills.

"For all of us-students, teachers,
parents-what we've experienced
gets superimposed over our ideas
of what the new school should look
like. No matter how committed you
-ie, #e 4488 4%06£ a=2'ing
at you. There's so much inertia in
educational institutions.”

Souhegan, unlike Catalina
Foothills, began with a new building
in move-in condition and a full
complement of students in grades
nine through twelve. Mackin

met with prospective juniors and
seniors often during the year before
opening to define with them the
primary values that would drive
the new school. "Seniors especially

drive the tone and ambience of a

school," he says. "If you can win
them over to the idea of a democrat-
ic community where they have a
real voice, it goes a long way in
creating role models for the culture
we believe in."” A transition team
of fifteen students worked through
01*1,3 iss,Jf.S.(3Ei gbadent. PriMilR{R
and disciplinary codes, and wrote
the school's first student handbook
before Souhegan's doors opened.
Still, Mackin sees an advantage
to "growing the school" grade by
grade. Prepared in more traditional
classrooms, juniors and seniors at
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