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PRAISE FOR DR. ELAINE RUZ LPEZ AND 
THE FIGHT FOR EQUITY IN THE BRONX


Dr. Elaine Ruz Lpez speaks in an authentic voice supporting students struggling to keep up, encouraging advocates working in hard-pressed neighborhoods, as well as parents seeking inspiration for their children. Dr. Lpezs lived experience will take you to her childhood Bronx block where you will feel the pulse of a struggling community in transition. Discover how the author could drop out of high school, get a GED, and then press on to get her Ph.D. Along the way, Dr. Lpez earned national recognition from US News and World Report Bronze Award Recipient for Best High Schools for a school she developed. The Fight for Equity In The Bronx: Changing Lives and Transforming Communities One Scholar at a Time is a must read for social change agents, educators, academics, researchers, as well as individuals seeking examples of effective leadership.

REVEREND DR. ALFONSO WYATT

Founder, Strategic Destiny: Designing Futures Through Faith and Facts

What an impactful book Dr. Elaine Ruz Lpez has written. I urge everyone who is involved in educating Black and Latinx children in places as rich as the South Bronx and similar communities throughout the country to read this book. The Fight for Equity in the Bronx is an inspirational account of the extraordinary challenges that this visionary and leader and woman of color confronted in order to provide a quality college prep high school education for Black and Brown children.

MIRIAM RACCAH

Chief Executive Officer, Black Latinx Asian Charter Coalition (BLACC)

Dr. Elaine Ruz Lpez recounts her very storied life from humble beginnings as a child in the South Bronx through an astounding history of self-discovery. She describes how the school system failed her, the racism she experienced in her early years of teaching. We also get a glimpse of her community activism with National Congress of Puerto Rican Rights (NCPRR) led by former members of the Young Lords Party (YLP), which provided a platform for fighting for civil and human rights, education reform, and ultimately starting a school of choice in the Bronx. This compelling story is truly an inspiration for all aspiring Latinx leaders who are in the front lines for social justice and leading schools of choice in Black and Brown communities.

DR. JOHN PAUL GONZALEZ GUTIERREZ

Adjunct Assistant Professor of Puerto Rican and Latino Studies, CUNY

Dr. Elaine chronicles her journey as a young, disempowered student to becoming a champion for high-quality education for all disenfranchised students. That journey has resulted in empowering hundreds of childrens lives. This book is the story of the making of a champion.

DR. VASHTI ACOSTA

Chief Executive Officer Emeritus, Amber Charter Schools
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This book is dedicated to my husband and co-founder, Anthony Lpez, who has supported me and the vision for the International Leadership Charter High School unconditionally from its inception.

Tony, I am grateful for your love, dedication, great home cooked meals, and always standing by me throughout all of the challenges and the rewards. This journey would not have been possible without you.

To my daughter, Monica, who was born to give my life meaning and purpose to pursue my education.
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FOREWORD

BY DR. JOHN RODNEY JENKINS

My star crossed with Dr. Elaine Ruz Lpezs twenty-five years ago when we were both assistant principals on the leadership team of a high school in a small diverse suburban district located in Westchester County ten miles north of NYC. At the time, the schools were in chaos, and as administrators of color, we were both eyewitnesses and often the target of racial hostility and discrimination by members of the school board, the parents, teachers, and students. Many referred to this area as up south.

We were told that our mission was to support the principal in turning around this school and to remove ineffective teachers who contributed to the failure of thousands of students of color. We were working to turn around a schools performance during a very significant civil rights battle to desegregate the district, which had violated a federal court order and failed to implement the federal mandate. The landmark desegregation case, filed by the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) and the Federal Court in 1980 and settled in 2007, found that city and school officials had purposefully segregated Black residents and students in public housing and schools.

In that moment, I had no idea how much our lives were already intertwined. We both were raised in the same four-mile radius of the South Bronx, the poorest congressional district in the country. We both experienced the phenomenon of being labeled different and exceptional by the public school system and as a result were distanced from our peers in ways that often led to ostracism. This is an experience that many bright students of color encounter as they are often forced to choose access to favor and quality education over being and learning with other students who look like them. From the moment that I met Elaine, it was clear that she was a fierce proponent of justice, equity, and access for students who confronted the same struggles we encountered in our journeys: the impact of poverty, exposure to violence, school cultures of low expectations, and limited access to the resources needed to inspire and motivate us to pursue our dreams. As members of an administration composed largely of people of color, we faced consistent challenges, as well as political and racial opposition as we tried to create change on behalf of a school population with a majority of Black and Brown students. As we battled the teachers union, challenged a culture of mediocrity, and set high expectations for behavior and academic performance for students, I was able to experience Elaine demonstrate the confidence, courage, and commitment that would later serve as the undaunted spirit needed to create the International Leadership Charter High School (International Leadership CHS).

Although Elaine and I went our separate ways after that year together, we stayed connected as colleagues. I was a champion and supporter of Elaines when she wrote the charter application and opened International Leadership CHS. I often sent words of prayer and comfort through the tumultuous first years chronicled in this book, when she and the new school were under attack. I had gone on to lead my own charter school in Fort Greene, Brooklyn, manage a network of high schools in NYC, and was serving as vice president of School Leaders Network, a national nonprofit that provided professional learning to principals across the country when Elaine reached out to make me an offer I would not refuse. In 2008, she invited me to join the board of International Leadership CHS and later take the role as board chair. As board chair, my role was to stand beside Elaine and the other members of the International Leadership CHS Board to form a protective hedge around the school at all costs. We knew how incredibly important the school was and would continue to be to this community, and we had to be relentless in our protection of the leader, the staff, and the students. I was never unclear about that calling and I never questioned my role and my purpose in that regard. Elaine chronicles the deliberate actions we took to ensure our school was successful. She provides key insight into what a board looks like when it is truly invested in creating an innovative, uncharted experience for students. A board is tasked not only with governance but also with advocacy and protection of the integrity and autonomy of the institution. The four years I spent as Board Chair of International Leadership CHS were some of the most rewarding years of my personal and professional life. I will always be proud and incredibly thankful to the friend, colleague, and change maker who invited me along for the journey.

In this book, Elaine illustrates the inextricable relationship between lived experience and leadership. She provides a gripping portrait of her early life growing up in the Bronx and details how that experience shaped her but did not deter her from success. Her journey from a gifted and talented elementary school student to signing out of high school without graduating demonstrates the inconsistent and fragile nature of the school system of NYC. She also recounts the challenges of becoming a teen mother and thus needing to shift her attention to the responsibilities of life that most teenagers do not need to consider. Life presented many challenges for Elaine that unfortunately were common among her peers growing up in the South Bronx. Her story does not, however, end there. The decision and ability to earn her General Equivalency Diploma (GED) and attend City College placed Elaine on the trajectory to change not only her life but also the lives of the many children she would go on to touch as an educator. Indeed, Elaines lived experience was a testament to the transformative power of education, especially for people of color living in communities of poverty. This lived experience was the fire and foundation that would help this determined young woman to persevere through one of her most significant contributions, the founding of the International Leadership CHS.

The book is simultaneously a leadership road map, an inspirational memoir, a model of community activism, and a story of a political movement. In it, Elaine details why she was compelled to open a rigorous, high-performing high school for students of color in the Bronx and shares in a clear transparent fashion all the oppositions and obstacles she faced along the way. As a visionary and strategic leader, she had the uncanny ability to predict the moves of the opposition, whether they came from the NY State charter authorizer, the New York City Department of Education (NYCDOE), a group of misinformed community members, partisan public officials, or disgruntled former staff members. She was able to rally the parent and student community, engage the board members, and leverage external support and advocates to push back against rumors, overstepping of authority, and attempts to deny the school access to vital resources. She simply did not accept no for an answer, when it came to our quest to build a pillar of excellence in the Bronx. This book details how she defended the dream she had for Bronx children, spoke truth to power, and stood in the face of one mounting Goliath after the next.

In my thirty-three years as an educator, I have had the joy of serving as a teacher, school leader, facilitator, and executive coach across the education, nonprofit, and corporate sectors. I have never been more inspired and called to action in the work I do than I am at this moment in time. In my role as a leader of a national nonprofit I am devoted to creating equity-focused leaders who transform schools and the trajectories of Black and Brown children. My mission is to replicate leaders like Elaine across the country. We seek to change the trajectory for students who live and learn in places like the Bronx community where Elaine and I were born and raised. This book serves as a guide for entrepreneurial leaders, community organizers, school administrators, and district and charter management organization (CMO) leaders who desire to disrupt historical patterns of underachievement and limited access for students of color in the public education space. It is also an intimate and personal tale for young Black and Brown people who are not sure what their mission in life is or who believe the cards they have been dealt cant be used to win the game. The story of Dr. Elaine Ruz Lpez and the International Leadership CHS is a strong affront to those who believe that will, determination, and courage are insufficient to overcome the unrelenting weight of poverty and racism. You will be inspired, informed, and empowered by this story. Most importantly, you will be activated to drive yourselves, your communities, and your colleagues to reach beyond their work to the world and achieve true change, transformation, and impact for the sake of humanity.




INTRODUCTION

The outline for the first three chapters of this book was completed during the height of the coronavirus pandemic in New York State, a highly contagious and dangerous virus that contributed to the illness and death of over thirteen thousand of its residents at the first writing of this chapter and over twenty-five thousand by May of 2020. The introduction to this book would be incomplete without memorializing the experience of the first national disaster and public health crisis in a century caused by COVID-19. Not since the Spanish Flu of 1918 has the world experienced such horrific loss of life and a global threat that would close down our schools, businesses, churches; separate families at the end of life; and change our lives and hold the world hostage.

On March 18, 2020, it was clear that all schools in New York State would have to close and that our operations, business, school finances, and academic program would all be conducted from our homes. The New York State Governor Cuomo issued an Executive Order through March 31, 2020. By May 15, 2020, this order would be extended at least three more times, ultimately prohibiting the return of over two million students to the classroom and indefinitely closing schools statewide.

In this inspirational memoir, I begin by taking the reader to a glimpse of my life and education as a Puerto Rican child in the South Bronx, highlighting many of the struggles and the socioeconomic circumstances that I was born into, educated, and raised in. The challenges and events that I experienced would later spark my drive to become an educator, a civil rights and community activist, and to change the trajectory of Puerto Rican/Latino youth and all children of color and the communities that they lived in. Woven into the background of all chapters is my passionate pursuit of justice in the systems, institutions, and bureaucracies that are steeped in a history of serving those who are privileged based on their race and class.

In chapters 13, I provide a snapshot of a poor working-class migrant and immigrant community on Simpson Street where I lived up to the age of thirteen. Public School 20 was the elementary school that I attended, right across the street from the 41st Precinct that would later be featured in a racist movie named Fort Apache featuring Paul Newman. The police officers treated Puerto Ricans as spics, prostitutes, and criminals. In the upper grades, I would walk alone in the morning and in the afternoons run home past drug dealers, sexual predators, and burned-out buildings. The landlords would come to the door to collect rent in cash from my father. I highlight my journey from an elementary and secondary school education, to being pushed out of high school, to becoming pregnant by someone who was a dropout and a heroin addict. I was a child having a child and struggled as a teenage mom, never quite meeting the expectations thrust upon me and then found my way to becoming a college student at the City College of New York (CCNY). This decision to pursue this opportunity would ultimately change my life and put me on a path toward becoming a teacher in the same neighborhood where I was raised.

In chapters 47, I take the reader to my early years of teaching during the latter part of when the Bronx was burning, the arson and decade of fire. The same fires led my parents to take their family and flee from Simpson Street in 1970. I provide a snapshot of the hostility and the racism that I experienced as a young teacher. I also talk about meeting one of my heroes and one who gave me the inspiration to build a school, the mother of the South Bronx, Dr. Evelina Lopez Antonetty. She taught me about speaking truth to power and modeled how to fight for my rights and that of my community.

In chapters 811, the reader will journey through my graduate and postgraduate school experience, the microaggressions I encountered, and how I became part of the less than 2 percent when I became an Ivy League student at Teachers College (TC), Columbia University. Then I will recount how I earned my doctorate and how I developed my vision for equity in education for children in the Bronx.

In chapters 1215, I take the reader to 2004 and my perspective on the politics of educational reform and starting a charter school in NYC, and the obstacles that were intentionally placed in our way so that we would fail, to the journey to opening our charter school, and the battle to keep our school opened and thriving.

In chapters 1620, I bring the reader to a decade later when our vision was fulfilled, winning the battle to keep our charter school open and exposing the NYC Chancellors Charter Schools Office and the New York State Education Department (NYSED) for its deliberate attempts to sabotage and to interfere with our charter agreement. If successful, this would have impacted the thousands of children of color whom we have educated over the past seventeen years. With widespread parenting and community support, we expanded. In 2016 we moved into a brand new school with the assistance of investors who purchased $21 million bond to support our charter school with the financing of the construction. In the fall of 2023, we opened a middle school that was approved by our authorizers State University of New York Charter Schools Institute (SUNY CSI) and with the support of the Walton Family Foundation. At present, our charter school is highly regarded and recognized for its consistent achievement record, sending more than 95 percent of its graduates to the college of their choice. The school has been recognized and ranked by US NEWS & WORLD REPORT and cited among the Best High Schools locally and nationally and among the Best Charter Schools in the Bronx and NYC. We have been able to close the achievement gap for thousands of young people from the Bronx.



CHAPTER 1

YOUNG, GIFTED, AND PUERTO RICAN: MY CHILDHOOD IN THE SOUTH BRONX


I was born and raised in the South Bronx, the poorest congressional district in the country and in fact, poorer than the state of Mississippi.

DR. ELAINE RUZ LPEZ



I was born on April 12, 1956, at the original Lincoln Hospital in the Bronx that was previously named The Colored Home and Hospital.

My mother would often share the story of the day that she went into labor during a spring snowstorm. Approximately twenty inches of snow had fallen two weeks prior. Mami was a beautiful dark-skinned Puerto Rican mulatta woman of African and Spaniard ancestry.. She shared with me that because I was born light skinned with rosy cheeks, the nurse had given her a dark baby instead of me. Apparently, I was temporarily given to another woman with a lighter complexion. On my Birth Certificate my mothers race was listed as colored. Fortunately, Mami recalled seeing me when I was born and knew that the nurse had not brought the right child to her.
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Old Lincoln Hospital



This hospital had a very bad reputation and was locally referred to as the Butcher Shop. It would be fourteen years later when on July 14, 1970, the Young Lords Party (YLP), a group of Puerto Rican community activists, would take over Lincoln Hospital, in protest against its substandard healthcare and mistreatment of the Puerto Rican communities healthcare needs. They made demands for accessible quality healthcare for all.1 The YLP activists were inspired by the student movements in Puerto Rico and by the Black Panther Party2 that fought for community control of institutions and highlighting institutional failures. The Lincoln Hospital takeover by the YLP3 gave rise to a movement to eradicate tuberculosis in poor communities and the first Patients Bill of Rights in the country.4 It would take another six years for a new Lincoln Hospital to be constructed on 149th Street off of the Grand Concourse.

At that time, the Bronx was a quiet, safe, working-class borough, where children played kickball in the street, johnny the pony, and hot peas and butter. Little did I know as a young child the changes that would impact my life over the years to come. The quality of life in the Bronx took a sharp decline during the mid-1960s to the mid-1970s. In addition to the high poverty rate, crime, gangs, and a heroin epidemic, the borough was plagued by a wave of arson. The torching of buildings while families slept was commonplace during that time in the South Bronx. Many landlords decided to pay gang members or junkies to set their properties on fire, in a cruel and greedy plan to collect insurance money.
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Young Lords Party Logo. Palante 2, no. 4 June 5, 1970; Courtesy of Tamiment Library



Our family was burned out of two of the three buildings where we lived on Simpson Street. The Bronx was burning with human beings inside, who had nowhere to go. It was a very frightening and traumatizing period in my childhood and that of my siblings. These scary experiences were not discussed, unpacked, or explained to us by our parents. Later as a college student, I learned that these social economic conditions also contributed to the low expectations and blame the victim mentality that was all too prevalent in the education system.

I faced my first challenge as a Puerto Rican child attending an elementary school in the 1960s in the South Bronx on Simpson Street. This was right across the street from the 41st Precinct renamed Fort Apachea derogatory term coined by law enforcement for the neighborhood. The people who lived in this community were predominantly Puerto Rican and African American families. I recall running into the lobby of the precinct a few times after school to shine my Buster Brown shoes on a huge shine brush that was always turning for the officers use. My mother would watch from the outside while I would happily run in to the laughter of the cops inside.
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Palante Siempre Palante! The Young Lords. Courtesy of P.O.V. Youth Views, Outreach Tool Kit That Accompanies Film produced and Directed, by former Young Lord, Iris Morales. From upper left Juan Gonzalez, David Perez, Juan Fi Ortiz, Pablo Yoruba Guzman, Denise Oliver



I recall a small hill on the alleyway between the precinct and the adjacent building, where children would run to after school in the winter to sit either on a piece of cardboard or the metal scrap from a refrigerator, to slide down the hill after a snowfall. This was one of the few moments of joy that I remember as a very young child.

However, I was unaware that these men in blue were involved in terrorizing our community. In the summer, the neighborhood families would gather in the schoolyard at P.S. 20. When the cops wanted to disperse the crowds, they would shoot their guns in the air and everyone would run up the street screaming. During one of these instances, I was with my mother and ran as fast as I could with my heart thumping, and I fell and scraped my knees. I was frightened and crying. When we reached our building a neighbor who was at her window on the first floor noticed that I was very agitated, and she gave me a cup of water. From that moment on, I did not feel safe. Who were they shooting at and why? This hostile and violent behavior was going on for some time before I was born. Kerry Washington, Bronx native and actress, started a podcast named Simpson Street. She conducted an interview with her mom, now Dr. Valerie Washington, about attending the elementary school P.S. 20. This is the same elementary school that I attended a decade after she did. She asked Dr. Washington about the feelings that she had about the police being on her block. The police precinct was directly across the street from the school.

Kerry asks Did it make you feel safe? Dr. Washington replies:

They were not kind to the boys who played stick ball. For some reason, they found it necessary to take the boys bats and break them so that history of antagonism goes back quite a ways, even if it is not as overt as it may be today. I dont know where or what neighborhoods the police came from other than the suburbs that exist like they do todaybut they were clearly not from the South Bronx.

Dr. Washington, now in her late eighties, resonates with me as she became a teacher after graduating from Hunter College and taught in the South Bronx and later became a professor at the college level.5 In 1976, the racist stereotypes were further perpetuated by a book written by Tom Walker, a police officer at the 41st Precinct on Simpson Street. The title of the book was Fort Apache: New Yorks Most Violent Precinct.6 The setting took place on the very street where I was born and raised. The book would subsequently be made into a very-low-rate movie in 1981 by the same name of Fort Apache starring Paul Newman.
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41st Precinct



Much later in my thirties, while in graduate school, I channeled a lot of my anger and outrage at the injustices in the Puerto Rican community by joining a Puerto Rican civil rights organization. I became an activist and learned how to become outspoken, and about the mechanics of how to organize and fight for the rights of my people. I participated in a myriad of protests organized by the Committee Against Fort Apache7 composed of educators and civil rights activists from the National Congress for Puerto Rican Rights (NCPRR). We marched in front of NBC Studios against the showing of this movie and the shameful racist exploitation of the producers who depicted our families and our people in this terrible way.8

In the late 1960s, the areas population began decreasing because of new policies demanding that in order to create racial balance in schools, children would be bused into other districts. Parents who worried about their children attending school outside their district often relocated to the suburbs, where this was not a concern. In addition, rent control policies are thought to have contributed to the decline of many middle-class neighborhoods in the 1950s and 1960s; New York Citys policies regarding rent control gave building owners no motivation to keep up their properties. Therefore, desirable housing options were scarce, and vacancies further increased. By the time the city decided to consolidate welfare households in the South Bronx, its vacancy rate was already the highest of any place in the city.
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The South Bronx has historically been a place for working-class families. Later, it gained an image of a poverty-ridden area that was developed in the latter part of the twentieth century. There have been several factors contributing to the decay of the South Bronx from the 1960s through the 1980s: white flight, landlord abandonment, changes in economic demographics, and the construction of the Cross Bronx Expressway.
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In the 1950s, thousands of Puerto Ricans flew north to the United States for the promise of a better life and improved economic conditions for their families. This postwar period in the history of Puerto Ricans migrating to the United States was referred to as the great migration.9 A project named Operation Bootstrap was essentially an economic recovery plan that was led by Luis Munoz Marin, who became the first governor of Puerto Rico after catapulting Puerto Rico into a commonwealth status with the United States in 1952. This was a well-orchestrated plan between the United States and the islands government. According to the Center for Puerto Rican Studies at Hunter College,10 this economic plan was a result of the shift from an agrarian economy to an industrial one. The implementation of this economic plan meant that a third of the islands Puerto Rican population would be encouraged to migrate north to the mainland. This was intended to alleviate the crushing poverty on the island and to give an economic boost to the mainland that had suffered post- World War II labor shortages.
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Abuelo Juan Ruz Torres
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Mami Ventura Martinez



Eighty-five percent of those who migrated settled in New York City, and both of my parents were among them. My parents were among thousands who traveled for six hours on repurposed military cargo war planes that were outfitted with wooden benches and lawn chairs bolted to the floor of the plane. The flight was described by both of them as a frightening and a grueling trip.

My father, Alfonso Ruz Martinez, was a very proud and hard-working Puerto Rican man who was fiercely loyal and protective of his family. Like most puertorriqueos, he was of mixed race and heritage. My grandmother Mami Ventura was indigenous of Taino and Spanish heritage that is traced back to the Canary Islands off the coast of North Africa. My grandfather Juan Ruz Torres was of a Spanish Lineagehe raised a family of eight. At the age of nineteen, my father migrated to the United States from Ponce, Puerto Rico, and settled in the South Bronx in 1952. His aunt, Tia Conrada Martinez, was born in 1919 in Penuelas, Puerto Rico. Tia Conrada would become the matriarch for his side of the family stateside, hosting my father and several of his siblings, who were searching for a better life and greater economic opportunities in the United States.
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Tia Conrada Martinez, my grand-aunt
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Mama Bernarda Martinez, my great grandmother
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Tia Fela Ruz, my aunt



My grand aunt, Tia Conrada, migrated to New York in 1950. She settled on 851 Prospect Avenue in the South Bronx. She hosted my father, two of his sisters, Lola and Rafaela, and eldest brother, Francisco nicknamed Pancho. For several years Mama Bernarda Martinez, my paternal great-grandmother, traveled to the Bronx from Ponce, Puerto Rico, and lived with her daughter on Prospect Avenue to take care of her grandchildren while she worked. Tia Conrada was described as a very strict, hard-working, and caring aunt who although had children of her own looked after the well-being of her nieces and nephews. She worked as a seamstress in the fashion district. My aunt Tia Fela (Rafaela), now eighty-seven, was one of the nieces who lived with her in Bronx, New York. With a lot of tenderness and gratitude in her voice, Tia Fela recalls that as a young girl in Puerto Rico, the family would receive packages with beautiful clothing that were all handmade by Tia Conrada, for her and her siblings. It was these handmade clothes lovingly made by her Tia that she would wear on the day that she took the grueling six-hour flight to New York in 1952 to begin a new life.
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Mami, Guayanilla, Puerto Rico



My mother, Lucila Rodriguez Ortiz, also traveled from Guayanilla, Puerto Rico, in 1952 to the Bronx under the same circumstances. Mami traveled from San Juan airport with a one-way ticket on May 15, 1952, on Eastern Airlines for $64.00. She left two children from her first tumultuous marriage behind with her sister Aileen and her mother, Mama Zenobia, who was lovingly referred to as Yaya. Mami made this painful sacrifice in pursuit of a better life for her and her children and to escape poverty. She relied a great deal on the support of her aunt, Tia Carmela, who had arrived in New York in the late 1940s and was able to guide her and open








LUCILA RODRIGUEZ ORTIZ: SURVIVOR OF LA MASSACRE DE PONCE



















ELEMENTARY SCHOOL: P.S. 20
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