

[image: ]




[image: ]




Copyright © 2011 by Steve Perry, MSW, Ed.D.

All rights reserved.
Published in the United States by Crown Publishers, an imprint of the Crown Publishing Group, a division of Random House, Inc., New York.
www.crownpublishing.com

CROWN and the Crown colophon are registered trademarks of Random House, Inc.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Perry, Steve, school principal.
Push has come to shove : getting our kids the education they deserve, even if it means picking a fight / Steve Perry.
p. cm.
Summary: “a guide to saving America’s schools”—Provided by publisher.
1. School improvement programs—United States. I. Title.
LB2822.82.P47 2011
371.2′07—dc22      2011010504

eISBN: 978-0-307-72033-7

JACKET DESIGN BY JEAN TRAINA

v3.1_r2





MORE PRAISE FOR PUSH HAS COME TO SHOVE




“Take it from a guy who knows what it’s like to work a lot of gigs: Dr. Steve Perry, who divides his time between being the planet’s most effective school principal and a shake-up-people’s-thinking contributor on CNN, is the hardest-working man in the education biz. And that’s damn lucky for the thousands of kids who, because of Perry’s “serious as a heart attack” approach to education, are now heading off to four-year colleges rather than talking trash on street corners. It’s lucky, too, for parents who get to read this amazing book.… It’s about time someone inside the education system pulled back the curtain on what’s lacking, so the common man can help his children get an exceptional education.”

—Steve Harvey, author of the #1 New York Times bestseller
Act Like a Lady, Think Like a Man

“A leading agitator for reform of the American school system outlines what needs to be done now, and why. Throughout the book, the author displays an admirably action-oriented approach, with plenty of advice for parents and others on how to get involved effectively.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“Steve Perry is an extraordinary leader and a much-needed voice in the education reform debate.… His commitment to improving the lives of children by refusing to accept mediocrity is second to none. In this book, Dr. Perry shows he is willing to do anything to fight for what is most important—our kids.”

—Kevin Johnson, mayor of Sacramento, California





To all the families and children who have
allowed me to play a role in their lives.
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Introduction

MY WIFE REMINDED me recently that, when we first met back in Philly, I’d promised her an exciting life. I was just talking big. I was twenty-four years old, broke, and so skinny that my shoulder bones made it look like I’d left my shirts on the hanger for too long. All I had was a promise.

An exciting life? Come on. I was just trying to sound cool. I had no idea what an exciting life would look like seventeen years ago. I do now.

Push Has Come to Shove is a story about what happens when you fall in love. There’s no science or logic to falling in love. If there were, either love would be more predictable or its impact would be less powerful.

I’m often referred to as a “tough love” principal. Yeah, that’s true. I’m in love. And I can confirm that all love is tough.

When I was younger, I never dreamed of being a principal, never interviewed for the job—but then this principal’s life called me. It was a blind date. I was a social worker, a community college adjunct professor, and the director of a pre-collegiate program. I was pleased, doing good work—but not in love. I still felt unfulfilled. I knew there was something else out there for me. I knew that there was a life in education—but I didn’t know what it was. When she called in 2002, I was ready.

The day I declared that I wanted to start a school was the day that the fighting began. This book is so deeply personal because helping you to educate your kids desperately matters to me.

Solutions greet you throughout the book. This is the result of my being a member of a dedicated, groundbreaking team of educators. We’ve learned a lot from our success, which makes it possible to share answers to issues that you may have believed to be intractable. The solutions we uncovered from our battles with parents, politicians, pontificators, and bureaucrats will help you be a better parent. They could also improve your kids’ school.

My team and I have both lost and found ourselves while building the Capital Preparatory Magnet School in Hartford, Connecticut. Today we’re a family of educators where once we used to be coworkers. The journey from colleagues to family has brought great insight. Each section of this book introduces you to the challenges we encountered and how we beat them to become one of America’s most successful schools.

I want education to make sense to you, even the things that are designed to be complicated. I want to give parents like you the information that my single mom could’ve used. I’ve spelled out those “frequently asked questions” that I get from caring parents, but more important, I’ve tried to offer practical, real-world solutions. (And though this book is mostly for you parents, I also hope plenty of teachers and my fellow principals will read it, because I’ve tucked in some helpful pointers for them, too.)

I hope that sharing the love I’ve found in helping children will—at the least—help you to help your own children. Perhaps it will even inspire you to get further involved in the struggle—and yes, it’s a daily struggle—to help other children.

Push has definitely come to shove. I’ve taken all that I can take. America’s children deserve better and we can give it to them.

For me, answering that call to start a school and commit to the tough love of marriage delivered the grown-up version of an exciting life and gave birth to my life’s purpose.



PART ONE
Inspiration




The Promise

THERE WERE TWO boys who’d grown up together—both poor, both living in public housing, both Black and both with big, really big dreams. Both were athletes—football was their game. They weren’t related, though they spent some part of every day together. They rode bikes, played door-knob-ditch together, convinced the girls to hide-and-go-get together, cheated on tests together, stole from convenience stores together, and grew—together. They weren’t related, but these two boys were brothers.

High school brought change for each of them. One took to the streets, selling drugs—the other didn’t. It wasn’t that the boy who didn’t sell drugs loved school; he just didn’t see any future in the sale of drugs. These two young men still spent almost every single day together until they graduated high school. They still played sports together, still convinced the girls together, but they weren’t stealing together. Knocking on doors stopped making sense before high school came to a close.

The drug dealer stayed behind and continued selling. The other kid went to college. At each break, they got together, two friends—brothers—living very different lives, still dreaming big, together, separately.

When they’d connect, they’d break into a familiar dialogue:

“Yo, college boy, you need some money?” the drug dealer would ask. His thinly veiled ribbing aside, the drug dealer was genuinely concerned about his college friend. He didn’t know how much college cost, but he knew that just months before, both were poor. The college boy’s father was in prison, and his mom was still living in the projects. The drug dealer lived with both of his parents.

The college boy’s response was always the same: “Even if I did, I wouldn’t take it from you …” Then he’d dutifully return the volley. “You still selling that mess?” he’d jab, his words sounding more concerned than judgmental.

The drug dealer’s response was equally predictable. “You just stay in college and become a lawyer,” he said, laughing. “I might need one someday.”

“Stop selling that mess,” the college boy would warn, “and you won’t need one.”

This—this teasing—is how young men talk. It’s how they show affection, check in on a friend who is living a different life, making his own way, dreaming his own dream.

YEARS PASSED, AND this performance was repeated every Thanksgiving, Christmas, Easter, and summer break. The drug dealer was making his way in his world, and the college kid was making his. Both were successful, standouts, racing together to validate their separate paths, hoping to meet again, at the top.

Then, four years and too many breaks to count later, the poverty, stress, and rising cost of education finally caught up to the college kid. He was a senior, and, with one semester left, he was out of money and time. His single mother and his father, recently paroled from prison, couldn’t help. His success on campus had put him on the dean’s list but didn’t earn him out of his circumstances. So, in anticipation of the fate promised in all the letters that he’d intercepted from the bursar’s office, the college boy packed for his final Christmas break.

With his car filled to the windows, he pulled up to his old neighborhood, where his friend was working. The drug dealer made his way over to the college boy, ready to launch into his part, “Yo, college boy.…”

“Not today” popped back. When men, even young men, see a friend, another young man, a brother in trouble, they know better than to ask a bunch of questions, delve into how he’s feeling, make him talk. The exchanges are as uncomfortable for the listener as they are for the one being questioned. Men, even men in training, fall back, say little, and try to get to the end of the conversation as soon as possible with as little outward emotion as possible. When they’re hurt, the last thing they want to do is talk. The drug dealer knew this rule of engagement. Just looking at the overstuffed Hyundai and his brother’s somber face told him something was up.

Had poverty finally conquered him? Unprompted: “How much do you need?”

Unable to let his pride cut off the discussion, the college boy looked down at the cold December ground and said nothing. In the silence, the winds of reality blew, carrying a respect for space, circumstance, and dignity. After what felt like a season, the college boy heaved what he thought would be an uncatchable ball: “Thirty-five hundred bucks!”

His friend thought about it for a moment. “Yo, can I get it to you on Sunday?” The offer, though unexpected and greatly appreciated, provoked nothing more than silence. Men, even young men, even when they are hurting, don’t have much to say.

“I’m good,” the college boy said, unconvincingly. The drug dealer shot his friend a questioning glance; the college boy answered with a nod and an awkward exit. “It’s cold as hell out here. I’m heading in.”

The college boy’s mom didn’t know that he couldn’t return to college after the Christmas break. The young man planned to wait until after the holidays, hoping to either avoid telling her or, better still, to find a last-ditch solution.

This visit was the weekend before exams. Monday morning, he returned to school and began his final packing. All that was left in his bedroom were posters of SUCCESS and great Black leaders such as Martin Luther King Jr. and Malcolm X. As the college boy peeled the gooey Malcolm X poster off the wall, he stopped and said, “To hell with this.” He pivoted and stormed out of his room, through campus, headed to the college president’s office. When he got there, he was greeted by a polite and persistent secretary. Within seconds, his anger and hurt had elevated the situation to a threat of security being called.

Hearing the commotion, and recognizing the student, the president stepped out and intervened. Seeing his visitor, a campus leader, now in a full froth, complete with reddened eyes and balled fists, the president asked the student to come into his office.

“I’m broke,” the student wasted no time in saying. “I’ve been broke since I was born and it’s just gotten worse since I came here. I did everything y’all asked and I’m still broke and now I gotta go home. Not the fools who drink from Monday to Monday. Me.”

The president listened as the young man fought back rage, hurt, and tears. Then he asked, “How much do you need?”

Without a breath: “Thirty-five hundred.”

Convinced that this old White guy was playing him, the student grew truly agitated when the president said, “I can help—under one condition.”

“Look,” the young man said, “I’ve just left all this money in my drug dealer friend’s pocket. What could you possibly ask me to do that I will say no to?”

As I said, “I can give you the money under one condition …”

“Anything.”

“That you use it to give kids like you a chance.”

THE COLLEGE BOY graduated, went on to an Ivy League graduate school, managed a homeless shelter, ran for state representative, started the Capital Preparatory Magnet School, and wrote five books, including the one you hold in your hands.…

I made a promise to President Robert Carothers and I’ve spent my life making good on that promise. Education and an educator saved my life; now I must do the same. I started Capital Prep, tour the country giving speeches, and have written this book because I know that America has failed to develop a successful public school system that can be replicated across racial and class lines. This book—and the life that I’m living—explain why we’ve failed and how we can be successful.


The Push

I DIDN’T START this fight, but I’m damn sure gonna finish it. Back in 2001, I got dragged into the battle by an innocent-sounding question. When Ms. Saunders asked me, “Why do only rich kids get good schools?” I didn’t have a good answer.

Ms. Saunders was one of the parents in a pre-collegiate program for low-income students that I’d started and had been running since 1998. Her question called me out and pushed me into a fight from which I couldn’t turn back. I didn’t get in it thinking that I could win. But she made me feel I had to.

Urban schools are America’s canary. The shafts are dangerous. Traveling them will cost more than money. The ’hood’s academic discord and dysfunction don’t end at the city limits nor do they dissipate with a lightening of the students’ hue. Like drugs, divorce, and out-of-wedlock births, the issues surrounding America’s need to offer quality education are easiest to see in urban communities. There the issues are so pronounced that they’re impossible to avoid.

Yet the bucolic bends and tree-lined streets of our affluent suburbs hide a very ugly truth. All America’s children are being offered an un-American education.

Ms. Saunders had dreams, but dreams don’t pay the bills. She was haunted by the pursuit of a good education for her child. She was fed up because traditional neighborhood schools—urban or suburban—aren’t working for anybody. Was she excessive, hypersensitive, a conspiracy theorist? Yup—all three. She was pugnacious on a good day, rude on a bad one. However, even a stopped clock is right twice a day. It happened to be her time.

Ms. Saunders had gone to great lengths to send her teenage daughter, Kayla, to nearby Windsor High School in a middle-class suburb. But therein lay the problem. Kayla’s suburban school was not designed to send all of its students to college. Windsor High is an example of what is happening all over the country in suburban schools. It presents a pretty façade, offering parents false confidence. The root of that false sense of confidence can be found in one word: proficient.

Each school is like a car dealership. The dealership knows the rules better than you. No matter how much research you do before you go into the showroom, if the salesman is a shady individual, you are going to walk out with an expensive, unsolvable problem. Seminar, advanced placement (AP), honors, college prep, and basic—the most common academic tracks—ensure that most of the kids in the school will not be ready for college. How would you know this? You wouldn’t. It’s damn near impossible to figure out, even when you’re an educator yourself.

To convince the community that the schools are in fact working, states and districts often focus on students’ performance being “proficient.” The problem is that to be categorized as “proficient” is to be performing below grade level.

Each state’s standardized tests are typically scored on a scale from 1 to 5: 1 is “below basic”; 2 is “basic”; 3 is “proficient”; 4 is “at goal”; 5 is “at or above goal.” Lauding proficiency is nothing short of accepting mediocrity. It essentially means that a tenth-grader who is proficient in writing is almost writing on the tenth-grade level. If we care about truly educating our kids, only performance “at goal” can matter.

But since proficiency is what’s reported, Ms. Saunders and the other suburban parents had reason to feel pretty good. In 2010, for instance, almost 90 percent of the White students were proficient in math, reading, writing, and science in Windsor. A slightly closer look would reveal that less than 60 percent of these same White students were at goal in math, science, reading, and writing. That’s a stunning statistic when you consider it: according to the 2009 Connecticut Academic Performance Test, fully 60 percent of the White students at this supposedly “high-performing” suburban high school failed to do science at grade level.

As the founder and director of the Connecticut Collegiate Awareness and Preparation Program—or ConnCAP—I’d spent five years working with teachers in the communities of Hartford, Windsor, East Hartford, and Bloomfield, fighting for the kids that didn’t have Ms. Saunders as a mom. I fought to make teachers stay after school with our kids for extra help, respect our kids in class, and expect more for these low-income students.

Ms. Saunders had a hunch and a fighter’s spirit. She knew that something was wrong with the way her daughter was being educated, but she did not know how much she was kept in the dark, or what remedies she could take to get her daughter on a track toward academic success.

What Ms. Saunders needed was a school she could afford and that was designed to send every single kid to college. But that was going to be a heavyweight bout.

Until then, I’d been slapboxing. All I was doing was moving kids from one class to another, looking for the best teachers in poorly designed and ineffective schools. I wasn’t solving the problem. I was shifting chairs on the deck of the Titanic, giving students a better view of a sinking ship.

“Well,” Ms. Saunders asked, “why can’t this program become its own school?”

That wasn’t the question anymore: it was the answer.

Over those years at ConnCAP, I’d met some amazing educators in failing schools. We’d all talked about doing something, but we didn’t know what.

These teachers, all with résumés from various public schools, had already become outcasts and disenchanted. What none of us ever really considered was starting our own school. Yeah, we would vaguely talk about it, but nobody was eager to leave their job and give up tenure to support this silly-ass idea of creating our own public school from scratch.

Ms. Saunders’s question changed all that. She needed an answer. When she hit me with that question, I went from being a spectator, enjoying a good run as the director of a successful nonprofit, to a pissed-off pugilist ready for an all-out brawl.

Starting a school gave all of us hope, but be clear: we had more ambition than good sense. None of us had ever even met anyone who’d started a public school. Every school we’d ever seen had always been there—usually decades before we were even born.

Ambitious? Hell, yeah. We’d made our minds up that we were going to change education as we knew it. Okay, some of us had. Most everybody else was running from a burning building to one that reeked of gas.

Push had come to shove. We’d all seen too much to turn another cheek. We’d run out of cheeks.

This book is about what happens next. It’s the story about one group of educators’ vision. Push Has Come to Shove is about deciding whether to sit back and do nothing or do something difficult, risky, and seemingly impossible. It’s about the process—again, that daily struggle—to address Ms. Saunders’s simple question.

Push Has Come to Shove and Capital Prep serve the exact same purpose. They each exist to answer parents’ endless questions about the struggle to educate and save our nation’s children.



PART TWO
Purpose




Why Should You Care?

SO WHY SHOULD you care? Your own kids are going to be just fine, right? They go to good public schools, you help them with their homework every weeknight, and, more important, the “achievement gap” only negatively impacts kids in low-performing urban schools, right? Yeah, okay. Keep believing that.

Even if you’re from some of the top-ranked places to live in the USA—Columbia, Maryland; Eden Prairie, Minnesota; Ames, Iowa—you need to be aware of sobering facts about public education in this country. There’s very little difference in the way that the best suburban neighborhood schools and the worst urban schools are run. Each feels big and impersonal—most have ten feeder elementary schools funneling into one middle school and then one gigantic-feeling high school.

Kids in suburban schools often complain of feeling like they don’t fit in. So what happens? Those kids form cliques. Kids in the ’hood do, too, but we call our cliques gangs. When students—from all socioeconomic backgrounds—start to feel disconnected and severely alienated, these groups take on antisocial behavior. In the ’hood, it takes the form of a drive-by. In the suburbs, it becomes Columbine. A kid from either the ’hood or the ’burbs who isn’t a standout athlete or a budding rock star gets stuck with that “uncool” label. And a label can become unshakable. As the years go by, these kids feel more and more like social outcasts and, for them, the experience of going to school becomes hellish.

We often hear that the United States is losing the educational race to countries like Korea and Finland. But let’s be real: many Americans hear those rankings and think, So what? We may buy millions of Samsung and Nokia products, but neither of these countries is big enough to present a real threat to our economy—after all, we’re the United States of America! But consider China. We can’t deny that China is a real economic threat, right? And guess what? In 2009, the very first year that China participated in the PISA—the Program for International Student Assessment, which analyzes the performance of fifteen-year-olds from some sixty-five national school systems—students from Shanghai blew away all the experts by outscoring everyone in reading as well as in math and science.

But we don’t even need to look at how the United States ranks against other nations to see how dysfunctional our public school system has become. Our own colleges tell us that our own students can’t do college work. A 2008 report titled Diploma to Nowhere, conducted by the advocacy group Strong American Schools, “conservatively” estimated that 43 percent of students at two-year colleges and almost 30 percent of students enrolled in four-year public institutions nationwide had taken a remedial course. The cost of that remediation? An annual $2.5 billion. To essentially repeat what they were supposed to have learned in high school!

Don’t kid yourself that these remedial course takers are the lowest-achieving among our college students. The study reported that 80 percent of remedial students surveyed had maintained at least a 3.0 grade point average during high school. “We looked at race, ethnicity, and socioeconomic backgrounds,” said Rachel Bird, a senior policy analyst for Strong American Schools. “The problem exists across the board. Remediation affects low-income to middle-income to high-income students.” Bob Wise, the former West Virginia governor and head of the Alliance for Excellent Education, said that he’s seen students at the top of their class—even valedictorians—go on to take remedial courses in college.

Yes, a shamefully high number of college and university freshmen have to take remedial noncredit college courses upon entering. These numbers are too big to represent poor minority students—too few go to college to impact the numbers so significantly. Suburban students from good homes, good communities, and supposedly good schools are coming into college unprepared to write, read, research, or think on a college level.

This should frighten the hell out of us. These kids are among the brightest of our young people—the ones who’ve actually made it to an American college campus. If they can’t do college-level work, then what does that say about the tens of millions who never make it past high school? The costs are enormous, both in the financial outlay to the K–12 schools and colleges and in the loss of income that would have come to those who were admitted to college but couldn’t complete a degree.

THERE ARE A multitude of reasons why our schools fall woefully short on the world stage. One factor often cited is that we have this so-called Black/White achievement gap. As long as there are American groups—underprivileged subcultures, some would call them—doing demonstrably worse than the White kids in the suburbs, it’s easy for White parents to feel good about themselves. It’s easy to live in a bubble of false confidence. You’ll actually hear people say things like, Well, if we could factor out the poor schools, all those miserable “inner-city” scores, the U.S. would be on par with those other developed countries. What are they smoking? This isn’t some deli counter where you can shave off the inedible ends of the ham. You cannot lop off these tens of millions of underperforming students and then try to redo the math. News flash: even if you tried some funky recalculations, the U.S. still wouldn’t be on top. In fact, Finland’s bottom 10 percent is better than our top 10 percent. So much for that silly-ass theory.…

Our colleges and employers can’t say it loudly enough: we’re sending them graduates who are completely unprepared. I often meet professors who are fed up. They want to teach university and college students. They want to teach university- and college-level concepts—not “refresher” courses in basic composition.

Now, we do have a model of what works for us. This may surprise you, but there is a great similarity between successful urban charter and magnet schools and successful private schools. Both have high expectations, talented instructors and leaders, compelling curricula, and an advisory system that makes all students feel like they are cared for. The problem is that these schools educate such a small proportion of America’s children as to not be much of a factor in our country’s overall performance.

Face the facts—we’ve got to fix all our schools. There’s no other choice. Most of America’s kids go to public schools that add no value to their academic capacity. Said differently, if your children come into the seventh grade barely able to read, the only direction they’ll move is downward. American parents are spending billions annually, expecting that their kids will go to school to eventually—miraculously—become better educated. The sad truth is that American students perform worse the longer they stay in our public schools, according to the most recent PSA data.

Yes, worse.

America’s fourth-graders score in the top 25 percent of industrialized nations on the PISA exam. By the time they reach high school, America’s public school students—not just the poor, minority students, mind you, but all American high school students—have fallen to the bottom quartile among all industrialized nations.

According to the 2009 McKinsey report on education, “If the United States had in recent years closed the gap between its educational achievement levels and those of better-performing nations such
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