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Preface: Horace Smith

HORACE SMITH is a veteran high school English teacher, respected by his colleagues, revered by some of his students, and compulsive in his love of his trade and the place at which he plies it, Franklin High School.

Horace is not a real person but my invention, an amalgam of teachers whom I met during visits to secondary schools across the country during the early 1980s. For my purposes, he represents the best of the teaching force. Horace is male and female, black and white and Asian and Latino, a science teacher, a coach, a counselor, a mathematics teacher. If there could be an Every High School U.S.A., Franklin High School would be that.

In watching and listening to Horace Smith (in his myriad manifestations) fifteen years ago, I saw with ever-increasing clarity the compromises forced on him by his school’s familiar regimen, compromises that profoundly and negatively affected his work. Horace knew that the routines of the school forced him to teach in ways that he knew were second class. That is, he had to compromise his standards.

Each year he had 120 different youngsters to get to know. He saw each one fleetingly almost every day, but almost always as part of a class with twenty to thirty other kids. Each class was but a sliver of time, forty-plus minutes preceded and followed by bells and bedlam in the 
hallways. Horace knew some of his students well but most of them only as semi-strangers passing through. He put up a good front, though. I know my kids, he would tell everyone, especially their parents. He knew that this was a lie but could not bring himself to admit it.

The school processed those young people, marching them through a school day that rarely changed its shape or pace, organizing them by their ages and the scores they made on tests, rewarding them on the basis of grades that represented no common standard among Franklin High School’s faculty, and passing them on to college or work on the basis of credentials that were part fibs, part truths, and a nest of numbers which had little correlation with the talents and commitments that were actually necessary in the lives to which they were all headed.

Orderliness in the school was a fetish. Quiet was golden. A “good” class had children leaning over their desks, appearing to work diligently. The fact that most were quietly bored or seething with resentment or simply turned off made no difference. Most of Franklin’s kids merely went through the expected motions. Getting the diploma was a goal for many of them, and they knew that if they appeared to be dutiful, showed up, and did something in class, they would collect their credits and graduate. Like their predecessors, Horace and his colleagues simply let them get away with that. To fight for something better would call for an enormous battle. The public and the profession preferred to let the sleeping dog of mindless schoolwork lie.

Franklin High School tried hard to be everything to everyone. The list of school goals was as long as it was pretentious, running from the academic to the personal, from mastery of science to the development of self-confidence and a principled life. The school day was a jumble of activities, and the most prominent students were involved in a blizzard of programs—AP physics, cheerleading, the yearbook, the homecoming committee, choir, senior social studies, and more, all at once. The more you did, the better. The quality of the academic and extracurricular work was an afterthought, save in a few places such as varsity athletics. For a student, being busy in all sorts of activity was a virtue, being known for this breathless visibility was a jewel.

Horace understood all this busy overload of obligations. He spoke of it rarely, however. The basic incongruity, even mindlessness, of the Franklin regimen represented too much to confront at once.

Franklin’s daily schedule was a marvel of complexity. Every teacher had to lope from this to that to keep up. Twenty minutes for lunch, if you were lucky. No time to talk with colleagues at length about anything of importance. Barely enough time after school to read and grade all those students’ papers, not to mention work at the second job that many teachers had to take on to meet their families’ budgets.

How then could anyone change such a diabolically complicated system? Tackling one piece would affect every other piece. The political wars within the school and among each program’s special-interest groups would be ferocious. Sorting out this complexity and setting sensible priorities would take faculty time, of which there was little.

The traditional system seemingly conspired against change, and it was not only the school boards’ and administrators’ fault. The union leaders, Horace’s close friends, tacitly accepted the mindlessness as much as any other group. The colleges’ education professors went along too, preparing recruits in the old ways for jobs that Horace knew they could never do well. Horace found few kindred spirits with whom to ally in any sort of bold effort. The widely heralded reform initiatives from the policy community rarely addressed the debilitating compromises. These initiatives appeared to Horace to be voices from afar, singing worthy songs that spoke barely at all to high schools as they in fact were.

At root, apparently, was the implicit belief that significant reform was impossible. High school was high school. There could be tinkering here, a modestly new course of study there, an after-school program added, new tests applied, new curriculum frameworks distributed, fiery speeches given by outraged political leaders, fingers pointed. However, the compromises of the past would remain the compromises of the future. Whatever new directives came from above, they would have to be addressed within the existing system, and the existing system was overloaded, dysfunctional, and shaped to make almost any change exceedingly difficult to accomplish.

Yet, perhaps paradoxically, Horace Smith kept going. He found ways 
to provide some of his students with a serious education, in Horace’s case within Franklin High School’s theater program. It was his delight in the accomplishment and friendship of these adolescents that brought him sustaining energy. “Let me tell you about . . .” he would say to me, and the story of a particular youngster would tumble out. However, only a fraction of the children could become such a particular person for Horace. There was not time, nor did the school give any incentive for such attention. He resented that so much that he barely acknowledged it.

 

Horace Smith provides the lens through which I have viewed American secondary education over the past decade and a half. Such a perch was and is natural for me. In 1981 I had just completed nine years as a high school principal and history teacher, and I was intensely aware of the nature and craft of school-keeping, the incessant, fascinating dailiness of that craft, and the wonderful specialness of adolescents. The lens fit.

The angle from which one views schools matters. Horace’s compromises, and the need to address them, have provided for me not only the scaffolding of an argument but a set of priorities, ones that inform what is now a large reform effort, the Coalition of Essential Schools. Horace’s angle of vision has encouraged me to pursue change in ways somewhat different from traditional reform activity. I respect the wonderful (and inevitable) idiosyncrasy of each school. Accordingly, I take a less precise tack than what is generally expected—less prescriptive, driven more by persuasion than by pressure, primarily dependent on the initiative of the Horace Smiths and the culture of the localities where the particular schools are.

Of course, the view from the classroom is not the only view to take; but it is a crucial view. Horace’s compromises have been seriously ignored in action, if not in discussion, about American educational policy. Failure to understand what bedevils Horace Smith and then to do something about it guarantees the failure of reform. Such a view colors the very name of our Coalition’s effort—essential schools.

I have written in Horace’s Compromise of the high schools as I saw them during my 1980s travels. In 19921 published a portrait (Horace’s School) of what one specific approach to addressing those compromises might take, an example of an Essential school. Horace’s Hope is my meditation on what we may have learned over the last years of serious effort at high school reform.

 

Seeing reform primarily through Horace’s eyes has provoked several themes, ones that this book deals with in some detail.

The heart of schooling is found in relationships between student, teacher, and ideas. Kids differ, and serious ideas affect each one in often interestingly different ways, especially as that child matures.

Horace painfully knows that one cannot teach a student well if one does not know that student well. If the task is the mere memorization of simple lists, maybe, or the development of a routine skill. Serious understanding of an important and complex issue, the stuff of good secondary education? Rarely, if ever.

Parents as well as teachers know this. Private schools and schools in affluent suburbs know this (“We offer small classes”). Every parent I have dealt with in forty years of teaching, without exception, has expected me to know her or his child well. This is a sensible and reasonable expectation.

The traditional assembly-line metaphor for schooling does not work. Kids are not on conveyer belts, with teachers hanging knowledge on them as they pass by. Schools do not “deliver instructional services,” pumping up intellectual tires and delivering pedagogical pizza. Children—blessedly—are more complicated and thus more interesting than that.

The existing apparatus of testing (“assessment” is the word in vogue) is seriously flawed, giving us at best snippets of knowledge about a student and at worst a profoundly distorted view of that child. Americans have long put too much dependence on the fledgling science of testing—the plumbing of a human mind and the prediction of the future capability of that mind—and never more so than at present.

There is virtually no evidence, save at the extremes, that most of the scores of which we make so much correlate very much at all with a young person’s future activity in life. Alas, in spite of this, the political and administrative need for simple measures swamps common sense about what can be measured and how.

Horace is left with the difficult business of carefully observing and 
assessing each student’s actual work. He deals in the academic realm in the same one-by-one way—looking at each student’s real performance—that athletic coaches and music teachers do. No coach ever fielded a team and no music teacher ever assembled an orchestra on the basis of a set of scores. It is the student’s actual and sustained performance on the field or behind the tuba that counts, not just what that student did with a pencil and paper at one sitting. Horace deeply resents the categorization of his students’ minds on such a basis.

I have learned that being vocally skeptical of tests labels me as being “against standards.” Such a charge is bizarre. Low-standard assessment in the quest for high standards is a terrible irony, and inflicting it on children is an outrage.

America’s fetish about tests masks profound differences of opinion about the academic ends of education, especially in the senior high school. Horace copes with this daily. Is it enough merely to know that Richard Nixon was president from 1969 to 1974, when he resigned? Or are the facts that led to his resignation important too? And what about the facts made available in the books at school: does Franklin High School’s library have all of the data necessary to explain fully what happened, and if not, what facts are yet to be gathered? Indeed, what might a “fact” in this situation be? What does the matter of Nixon’s resignation tell us about the American presidency, about the culture of the early 1970s, about our political system? How, then, does one approach Oliver Stone’s movie Nixon? Does carefully studying Nixon’s final months in the White House imbue a young person with the habit of looking at such a major political happening—with skepticism, reserve, an understanding about such matters?

Horace believes that all such levels of understanding and habit are important, necessary objectives for a senior high school. Many disagree with him, asserting that the “facts” alone are what school should be about. A student’s opinion and how he assembles and supports it, they say, are beyond the scope of school. School is about What Is. Others may say that because we cannot measure habits, they should have no bearing on an assessment of a student’s merit. Still others will aigue that a student’s habits are not the school’s business.

The recent national debates over educational standards have served to reveal some of these differences. They are profound ones. Horace lives with them daily. He resents those who imply that America clearly agrees on what the substance and standard of serious schooling in fact might be.

Horace also knows that adolescents gain much of their education outside school. They will spend more hours with Richard Nixon at Nixon than they will in class. They hear more and experience more in the street, on a job, at home, from the television, from the computer than in school. Going to school for many kids is an expected routine, little more. Horace engages his classes in conversations that are profoundly influenced by the talk of the street and over the air and via the telephone lines. Oprah and O.J., the video arcade and the Internet count, big time. Against them, Horace has a struggle.

Franklin High School is part of a school system. Horace knows that system’s strength. It decides what he will be paid and when he will work, gives him what it thinks he needs, and shelters him from the public. At its best, it struggles to lessen his compromises. Usually it is simply fickle. Its leaders, often estimable men and women, come and go with alarming speed. Able though most are, the boat that they are asked to steer is built to swamp them any time they stray too far from accepted courses.

The stability in public education comes from the extraordinary inertia of traditional practice. Pressure for change, whether wise or unwise, ultimately emerges as hiccups—a new curriculum is recommended here, a new test there, some interesting professional development somewhere else—but by and large leaves the schools’ design and routines much as they are now. Bolder change would shake up one or another pressure group and would thus require sustained leadership. Those whom the system usually accepts as its stakeholders seem to be arranged to check one another continually, to cancel any initiative. When Horace bothers to think at all about this issue (which is rarely), he wonders why some of those who claim to be stakeholders—people who are not directly affected by decisions in schools—deserve the attention and power the system affords them. Those who have to live with the compromises should, he muses, have a greater incentive to change them.


There is no standard Franklin High. The people who are Horace teach in many settings, and the differences among them, usually defined by the economic class of the students, are striking. “Equal educational opportunity” is a cruel joke, Horace knows. Districts with schools with puny libraries abut districts that have schools with vast libraries. Some schools are palaces, some are leaky relics of decades of neglect. The savage inequality of which Jonathan Kozol so powerfully wrote is so deeply established in American school practice that it plays remarkably little role in public discussion.1 Horace pays little attention to it; it is just the way we do things in this country, he implies. Inequality is the one best expression of local control.

Someone like me who has the luxury of traveling among schools sees this inequity powerfully. If America has any civic standards, two of the most important are fairness and generosity. Both of these are mocked by the practice of American education. No other industrial nation in the world tolerates such inequities. No other industrial nation will pay so heavily for their long-range costs. That reality alone should be an embarrassment for Americans. However, we largely shrug it off. There seems little rage here, not even in Horace, who is fully occupied with trying to confront the needs in his own back yard.

And yet Horace has hope. He is stubborn. His students are remarkably resilient. He knows why he gets up in the morning: the careers of many of his students are sweet dividends to his life. He enjoys many of his colleagues, especially those who like to learn, to think, to use language, to figure out kids. Even the mordant among them have kept a sense of humor and a willingness to work hard. Hie carping cynics, so familiar, can be tolerated.

In recent years, there has been some movement. Some of the plans for Franklin High School did take root, ones that addressed the most nagging compromises. People like Horace in other Franklin High Schools appeared to be ready to move beyond their restlessness, and they found unexpected support among some parents of their students. Their collective activity—the result of the boiling-over of impatience with the compromises—had promise. The larger system, strangled in its own problems, lacked the will either to stifle or vigorously to promote serious new ideas. There was in effect a vacuum. The hope resided there, in the belief that such a vacuum could be constructively filled.

Horace knew that all this would take time, particularly because the changes contemplated were not merely ones of structure and practice. They affected the very way teachers and students and parents viewed serious secondary education. The reform was above all a reform of ideas. That would take a generation to root, and the rooting would be uneven and messy. However, it would be fundamental, and fundamental change is what Horace knew was required.

From such a schoolteacher’s vantage point was this book written. It is only one vantage point. However, none is more important.

 

Note: A fuller account of A Study of High Schools, from which Horace’s Compromise emerged, and the Coalition of Essential Schools appears in the appendix.

As in my two previous Horace books, I have used the device of nonfiction fiction. Save for the portraits of a few Essential schools—ones chosen from among dozens of equally revealing examples—that fall between chapters, all the descriptions of real schools, teachers, and students are masked and sometimes interwoven. The resulting word pictures are thus imaginary, but in their details they are wholly real. This writer’s device allows me to render descriptions that are to my most careful eye authentic without making sharp and thus sometimes unflattering identifications.






1. A Story Where Nothing Happens

GIVEN ALL the controversy over the past two decades about the effectiveness of American high schools, I have wondered just what has changed as a result of all the public and political concern. My hunch—widely shared, sad to say—was that not much had altered. To test this hunch informally, during the fall of 1994 I revisited several schools I had gone to in 1981 as part of my research for A Study of High Schools. I wanted to sense what was different and what was the same there, and to learn whether all the talk about reform had made a difference and if so, what was visibly different.

I chose a few schools with which I had had no intervening contact, places that were not members of the Coalition of Essential Schools or an analogous effort. That is, these were typical schools, pressing forward in ordinary ways, subject to their districts’ and states’ authority without any particular, focused outside force, resources, or advocacy.

One in particular stood out as representative: Tillson High School, which in 1981 was the largest secondary school in a major industrial city. Thirty-eight hundred young people then filled its sprawling building, a vast and impressive structure barely able to contain even those students actually in attendance. Crowds of adolescents dominated the hallways, noisy, jovial, pushing and joshing.

The cabdriver who took me from my hotel out to the school that 
autumn morning thirteen years ago was incredulous at my supposed courage. My field notes from the visit record his warnings: “Better let me pick you up when you are through out there—no cabs in that part of town. That is a bad neighborhood. People like you should not be out there.”

Vivid memories of the visit still remain in my mind—memories of the paradoxes of a grand high school that serves the children of the poor. At Tillson I found decent adults serving needy but wonderfully energetic kids, without excuse and with a commitment that was almost religious in its zeal. At the same time, these same people were suffused with cynicism and complaint.

The rushed, carefully orchestrated, and at times utterly bizarre daily schedule was accepted as though it were as inevitable and normal as the rising of the sun. Tillson was for many kids an island of order and sensitivity in otherwise turbulent lives, but it was driven by routines that, however comfortable in their predictability, made little sense.

Tillson’s adults were extraordinarily mindful of some of the kids, although they worked in an institution of extraordinary mindlessness. Most memorable was the principal, a giant of a man, Gil Carter. My field notes record images of him.1

 


The principal is an Old Testament prophet, a powerful charismatic and articulate man. Like “99.999 percent” of his school (his words) he is black, and he has been principal of Tillson for almost a decade. He is in constant motion and handles many things directly—which is one reason why he has to reach frequently for his blue Maalox bottle to handle his ulcer. . . .  Gil shares his small office with his most senior assistant principal, “Hobie” (Hubert) Ewell. Their desks are side by side, and three phones seem to be constantly ringing, one on Gil’s desk, one on Hobie’s, and one—covered with red tape—behind Gil’s desk. The red phone is the panic phone and is the private line direct to the central office and regional people.

In the total of an hour which I spent in that office over the course of the day, I saw students, most of them there for a chat rather than business; teachers with problems having to do with meetings they were supposed to attend or with unruly youngsters or with pressure they were under to accept other jobs or with possible attendance at management seminars; the regional superintendent, who burst in without knocking with some crisis on his mind, and who was the one person who successfully dragged Gil from behind his desk so that the conversation was not eavesdropped on by die four or five other people who happened to be in the office at the same time. . . . 

Gil is clearly “the man” in this school, and he dispenses wisdom, love, and patronage in great gobs in a memorable way. A conversation in that office was a marvel to conduct. One person would roll a question out along the floor, Gil would answer it until a phone rang or until somebody else walked in, at which point Hobie would pick up CHI’s comments mid-sentence, as though nothing had happened.



 

What I saw was genial and effective, if visibly chaotic, crisis management, with most of the “crises” having to do with the immediate problems of adults. Gil kept the lid on, kept the place going—not changing, not rethinking, not reforming, but going, getting from 7:45 A.M. to 3:30 P.M. without too much hassle, and he did it, thanks to his enthusiastic magnetism, with wisdom and gusto.

During that 1981 visit, the teachers told me, sadly, that they sensed a decline, that the improvements and optimism they had experienced in the late 1970s (probably owing to the last surge of War on Poverty programs passing through the system) were abating. A white home economics teacher tried to explain: it was “because we have kids who are sort of raunchy.” She could not tell me precisely what she meant by “raunchy” (an old-fashioned word to hear in schools, however apt it might have been), save that “the place is getting pulled apart” by kids coming from seriously dysfunctional homes. “We have fights, but we don’t have what you have been reading about. Other schools in the city have that. Kids in high school ought to be heard—they are entitled to be heard,” the teacher said. “When kids come in for discipline, it’s usually for something else. I don’t mollycoddle kids. I don’t buy the racism argument. That’s why I get along with black parents.”

Other teachers at Tillson told me of the poor reading abilities of many 
kids and their indifference to school: “Kids don’t see the purpose of working hard. They get promoted anyway.” Attendance in classes was low, especially during first and eighth period; a typical class when I visited had seventeen kids at their desks and thirty-five on the teacher’s roster. This did not square with Tillson’s reported attendance statistics, which were much higher. (From that and many similar experiences in other schools over the past years, I have developed a virtually total distrust of any numbers coming out of school bureaucracies; the majority are likely to be sheer fiction.)

I listened to a group of teachers and recorded in my notes that “we talked of teacher load. If every student came every day, a teacher would see 175 kids. The contract calls for no fewer and no more than 35 kids per class. While ‘many kids don’t show,’ the teachers told me, ‘you are responsible for them all.’ The numbers are staggering. It’s a credit to the students that there hasn’t been an explosion.”

I visited six of Tillson’s biology classes, back to back. None had more than seventeen students; some had fewer than ten. The laboratories were well equipped for such small numbers, but the teaching was “on the whole deadly,” I wrote. There was the “usual list of words written on the blackboard, with the kids writing them down in notebooks or on scraps of paper. It was fact-stuffing supreme, that apparent plague of all beginning biology instruction. No wonder so few youngsters survive that tenth-grade biology course to go on in science! The work was dry, totally empty of any sort of life.” I talked of this, gingerly, with the teachers. “We are partly to blame,” they agreed, and they repeated the often-heard theme that the kids didn’t care, that they saw no purpose in schooling.

Although both the teachers and Gil mentioned the standardized, state-required minimum competency tests that had just been mandated, they made little of this prospect. Standardized examinations of one sort or another had long been in place, and were taken by whoever showed up on the examining day.

I visited two special programs, one just launched to serve the “academically talented” and the other the Junior Reserve Officer Training Corps (JROTC) unit. The Accelerated Program was the brainchild of a guidance counselor and enrolled some 160 tenth-graders who had been identified as academically able and religious in their attendance. The kids were to take a focused core program, including Latin. The first cohort, now in the eleventh grade, numbered 155. Such a program, I was told, “is good for the neighborhood. The good neighborhood kids can come to their school now.” Tillson runs this alternative, Gil told me, whereas other school-within-a-school programs in the city are administered at long range by the district’s central office.

Students in the JROTC had recently been given some limited security duties because the professional safety officers had been fired under Reagan administration cutbacks. Led by a solid retired army sergeant, the corps had a nice élan, a place to meet (and the cadets seemed to be there often, chatting with the staff), and an in-school (under the eaves) air-rifle range for target practice. Half of the cadets were girls.

Federal programs came in for a good deal of criticism from the teachers. The head of one department was all for the Reagan administration’s cuts: they might, she hoped, get rid of what she called boondoggles. She told me of the layers of committees appointed to oversee the teachers’ and students’ work and how each committee avoided paying any attention to any other committee. What did she do at the school level? “I lie like hell—it fits my philosophy,” by which she meant that she went ahead and did what she wanted. “If you have good people,” she argued, “give them some respect, some professional attitude.”

My field notes ended with a summary paragraph. I described Tillson as

 


a large, complex institution with the principal at the center, a man holding control over the school by the force of his very considerable personality. The control does not extend, obviously, to the dozens and dozens who skip school; the problem of no-shows is far more severe than even the honest Gil Carter will admit. Those SO percent absentee rates in biology class are a measure of the difficulty the school faces. For the kids who show up, the game is played: classes are held, notes dictated, tests given, the routine is pushed along. One gets no sense that the kids are challenged or that there is the kind of yeasty angularity which makes for a good school. Tillson is not a frightening or frightful place; many of the 
adults—probably most of them—care for the kids, and the kids realize this. But that is not enough—as Carter knows—and the improvement will require a lot more than good will and a prophet prowling the halls making kids feel good about themselves.



 

A Tillson teacher used a word to describe his own and his colleagues’ work that still haunts me. It was all “a conspiracy,” he said, a tacit arrangement among all who showed up at the building to get along; no one would push another very much, no one would tell the truth when it could remain unspoken, no one would dare to ask about implications for tomorrow. Tillson was a vast, well-intentioned, conspiratorial theater, a place for the kids to spend time as they passed through adolescence into “life,” whatever that might have in store for each of them.

Much that my colleagues and I observed during the early 1980s for A Study of High Schools was reflected at Tillson. The schedule was the essential engine, which meant that simply getting through the complicated day, with all its bells and hall passings and comings and goings—and thus merely covering the stuff in class, rather than demonstrably learning it—was paramount. School had to keep happening. Appearances and meeting the expected requirements were all. Control was critical in a school like Tillson, which was, after all, the size of a small town.

Tillson worked by its own lights because, as I put it in 1981, Carter kept the school going with his skill at crisis management. This need to control was at the heart of the “conspiracy” that was tacitly worked out by all involved. “I will ask the minimum of you if you will quietly support me with the authorities,” the deal went. What resulted was the kind of compromise that so sapped the morale of Horace Smith.

Those staff members who resented the routines worked in effect as loyal saboteurs, not rocking the boat and not going completely off on their own at the same time. “I lie a lot,” one honest teacher said. Since visiting Tillson, I have seen that such insubordination is rife in most schools, or at least in those that appear to value the routines over the apparent needs of a particular moment. Some of this insubordination helps children; some does not. The very act—reflecting powerful mistrust, whether justified or not—undermines the kind of community that schools must develop, as I now well know.

I sensed dismay among the faculty at Tillson, their sense of the decline in the students’ effort. The special programs that gave some sense of purpose and belonging to some students, such as JROTC, were precarious at best.

 

Thirteen years later, my recollections of Tillson were contradictory. I had admired the enthusiasm of Gil Carter and some of his people. They were not whiners. They clearly liked their students and relished their jobs. The school sang wherever Gil was. But this singing had been, I remembered, a facade, one unworthy of a man of Gil Carter’s commitment. The school ran, but it did not work, in the sense that many students were never or seldom there and that what was placed before them when they were there was hardly engaging.

In 1994, the striking pile of elaborate Herbert Hoover-era stucco and stonework that was Tillson High School seemed much as it had during my earlier visit. The mix of single- and two-family homes surrounding the school, interspersed with fast-food restaurants, gasoline stations, and small businesses, was also as I remembered. The neighborhood’s exterior, however, masked the fact that though it had been tough in 1981, it was now far more violent. Gunfire and its consequences were common.

My guide, an associate from the superintendent’s office (no taxicab this time), parked among faculty cars close to the entrance to the auto shop classrooms, at the back of the building. By chance we were greeted there by a young teacher, who took us into the building through an inconspicuous, unguarded door. While the long bare hallways and the swirl of litter at their margins were familiar, the human traffic was not. Tillson now had barely 1500 students, down more than 50 percent from the crowd of 1981, as a result of dramatically smaller school enrollments in this declining inner-city neighborhood. As the city’s economy ebbed, so did its population, especially the number of families with teenage children.

A wing of the sprawling school had now been taken over for an 
audiovisual equipment center, but the feel of the place was friendly, not tumultuous. Maybe, I thought, having visited so many big secondary schools around the country, I had become immune to the grand theater of thundering herds of kids in big, strange institutional buildings.

The youngsters passing by, still virtually all African American, were cheerful and noisily adolescent. They appeared not to mind the metal detectors embedded at their entranceway and manned by uniformed security guards. The patrolling JROTC kids whom I had appreciated in 1981 had been relieved of this kind of duty. Today’s world was scarier, whatever the budget crisis. Some kids had to be disarmed at the door—not a job for teenagers.

Principal Carter had retired. Samantha Miller, his replacement, met us in a classroom near the front (and for students the only) entrance. Sam, as Samantha was called, was not a visibly authoritative figure, as Gil had been. She too was cheerful, approachable while exuding an “I’m in charge” demeanor. She was fun to be with. She listened to my questions; Gil had often ignored them and answered questions that he wished I had asked.

At the beginning of the schoolday, Sam and an assistant principal were checking in the latecomers one by one, entering the infraction on each student’s computer record. The computers rested on trolleys, which were eventually wheeled back into the administrative storeroom. The latecomers—some twenty of them when we arrived—waited quietly at desks in rows. Some slept. The administrators were friendly; there were no sharp reprimands, just a bit of joshing here and there, all with a smile. The kids responded dully; they were subdued, without much affect. Many, we learned, were used to this start-of-the-schoolday routine. One wondered just where each had spent the preceding night, at home or on the street.

Sam Miller stayed with me during the entire morning, roaming the halls, radio in hand (though she never used it in the three hours we spent together). She exchanged a word here with a student and a greeting there with a faculty member. The students all knew her. One youngster asked for an appointment; Sam arranged it on the spot for seven-thirty the next morning. Another showed her a packaged design for her prom dress. As Sam moved on, she rolled her eyes at me over that one. Are there any limits on matters upon which a principal must have an opinion? Her office, into which I later poked my head, seemed smaller than I remembered. No assistant principal shared it with her. It was neat, in repose. The outlying






















 













 

• A Place Where Something Happened
























 


 



OPS/images/Tumblr.gif
[ Tumblr ]





OPS/images/Twitter.gif
[ VGl ]





OPS/images/YouTube.gif
[ YouTube ]





OPS/toc.xhtml
Contents

		Title Page


		Contents


		Copyright


		Dedication


		Preface: Horace Smith


		1. A Story Where Nothing Happens



		2. There Is More to It than Just the Schools



		3. The Words of Reform



		4. The Work of Reform



		5. What Matters



		6. Troublesome Complexities



		7. Horace’s Hope



		Appendix A: The Coalition of Essential Schools


		Appendix B: The Coalition of Essential Schools: A National Research Context


		References


		Appendix C: Members of the Coalition of Essential Schools


		Acknowledgments


		Notes


		About the Author


		Connect with HMH





OPS/images/cover.jpg
THEODORE R. SIZER

Horace’s
Hope

AJO
HMH





OPS/images/Pinterest.gif
[Pinterest]





OPS/images/Instagram.gif
[Instag ram]





OPS/images/titlepage.jpg
Theodore R. Sizer

HORACE’S HOPE

What Works for the
American High School

A Mariner Book
HOUGHTON MIFFLIN COMPANY
Boston « New York





OPS/images/Facebook.gif
[Facebook]





