	Liberty High: Bilingual Win, Or Unfunded Babel? Series: This is the first in an occasional series of reports on individual New York City public high schools - their tribulations and their triumphs.

	[CITY Edition]

	[image: image1.png]




	[image: image2.png]



	[image: image3.png]




	[image: image4.png]




	Newsday - Long Island, N.Y. 

	Author:
	By Emily Sachar

	Date:
	Nov 9, 1986

	Start Page:
	06

	Edition:
	Combined editions

	Section:
	NEWS

	Text Word Count:
	1234

	[image: image5.png]




	[image: image6.png]



	[image: image7.png]




	[image: image8.png]




	 Document Text

	[image: image9.png]




	[image: image10.png]



	[image: image11.png]




	[image: image12.png]




	(Copyright Newsday Inc., 1986) 

LIBERTY HIGH SCHOOL

Everywhere, there is a temporary feeling. The school's nameplate is made of cardboard and is taped to the top of the entrance. No one knows how long the school will remain open or what its curriculum will be next year. Many students will attend for no more than three months.

Liberty High School, the city's first public school for non-English-speaking immigrants, offers a telling example, educators say, of what can go wrong when the Board of Education values expedience over excellence. Students may be dealt an academic program that does not answer their needs; recruiting teachers becomes a daunting task; administrators lack supplies and a clearly stated purpose.

"Good intentions have just gone astray here," said Luis Reyes, research director for ASPIRA, the Latino youth organization. "It's a classic case of haste making waste."

Liberty, announced in late June and put together in a two-month frenzy last summer, is the board's $945,000 solution to two serious problems - overcrowded Manhattan high schools and a surging non-English-speaking immigrant population.

More than half of the Manhattan high schools do not have enough room for their students. In addition, according to the Immigration and Naturalization Service, more than 80,000 immigrants - roughly 15,000 of them children - have settled in New York in the past year.

The concept for Liberty was straightforward: a small four-story building operating like a series of one-room schoolhouses where immigrant teenagers, in particular, would get individual attention, intensive English-language training and electives such as art, music and dance.

Though assigned what many agree is a hokey name - intended to recall the Statue of Liberty's immigrant-welcoming heritage in its bicentennial year - Liberty High, housed in the dilapidated former home of the High School for Performing Arts on W. 46th Street, has a strong aesthetic identity. Navy bedsheets covered with white stars have been draped in the halls; shimmering star insignias decorate the lobby; nametags in English have been posted over virtually every fixture in the school.

But critics charge that Liberty's attempt to assimilate two radically different groups - poorly educated immigrants who speak no English and American youngsters new to Manhattan - is contrived and unrealistic.

"Either {Liberty} serves illiterate immigrant children or it takes overflow from the regular Manhattan high schools. To do both is a dilution and a perversion," said Susan Amlung of the Educational Priorities Panel, a watchdog group.

In addition, the academic reality of Liberty, say many of its teachers, some of its students and a host of experts on bilingual education, is starkly different from the ideal.

"This is a very discouraging place to work," said Cyd Petrov, who teaches English and Spanish at Liberty. "The board has their heart in the right place, but they haven't made a 100 percent investment in this place yet. As it is now, teaching these kids is an uphill battle."

Added one bilingual specialist at the board who asked not to be named, "It's a travesty. The board spent more time and more energy on the one-day teach-in on crack than it did on a school that affects 300 kids for 200 days running." The $8-million teach-in was developed in 10 weeks and was widely praised.

For his part, the superintendent in charge of Liberty concedes that there have been start-up problems. Chiefly to blame, he says, is a budget that has become unrealistically low as the students at Liberty have increased. Still, he says the school is working.

"The tone of the school is very positive," said Stephen Phillips, superintendent of alternative high schools. "Kids want to be here." The enthusiasm of many students bears that out.

Nonetheless, Phillips acknowledges that the problems at Liberty touch nearly every facet of the school - staff, supplies and curriculum. And, although the board is now studying the school to see what can be done to improve it, some say it's too late, at least for this year.

Among the problems cited by students and staff:

Classes are overcrowded. Citywide, alternative high schools em- ploy an average of one teacher for every 20 students; at Liberty, which is run by the alternative school division, there is one teacher for every 27 students. One music class enrolls 46 students; desks are so close together there is no room to walk down the aisles.

Though teaching English is the school's main objective, Liberty employs only two teachers licensed to teach English as a second language. The rest of the ESL instructors have little or no training in this specialized type of instruction. In addition, the board's own bilingual education divisions, which have special expertise in educating non-English-speaking students, were not involved in planning Liberty High. They were called in for the first time two weeks ago to make suggestions for improving the school. "They're not giving immigrants the language services they are legally owed," said Reyes of ASPIRA. "We are considering legal action."

Though a number of Liberty's students are illiterate in their native languages, none has been tested for special education classes. Special-ed is offered to youth with learning disabilities and affords a chance for one-on-one instruction. "Every one of the kids in some of my classes should be tested," said teacher Petrov. "We're treating these kids as if they're extremely bright. In fact, many need a lot more help than they're getting."

Supplies and equipment have been extremely late to arrive. In the cafeteria, students use furnaces as tables or eat alone at broken desks. The art teacher has been given no glue or scissors for projects. Few classes have textbooks. And a batch of computers for students ordered in July still has not arrived.

For their part, the students don't seem to notice the academic problems; most of those interviewed lavished praise on Liberty High and said they were overjoyed to be in a school that offers a haven from the rough neighborhoods in which many of them have settled.

"I am here to learn English," said Waleska Martinez, who emigrated from the Dominican Republic one month ago. "I learn my name, my address, how to get along in America."

Veronica Olmedo, 15, an immigrant from Mexico City, said she dislikes the large radios carried about and "blasted" by some of the students. "This is such a loud school," Olmedo said through an interpreter. "I like it more disciplined where kids can't get away with whatever they want." But, she said she has learned enough English to follow a subway map and cash a money order.

Instructors, too, heap compliments on the school.

"Teaching at a school like this really makes you search inside of yourself," said Jacquelyn Williams, the music instructor, who works without a piano or any other musical instruments. "It's like asking: `What can I do with nothing?' When you reach someone, you've really done something worthwhile."

The future of Liberty High is in flux. The school building is slated to be refurbished and integrated into a major City development project. If the project begins this summer, as planned, Liberty would be forced to seek a new site.

Liberty's planners say they hope the school would relocate, not die. "Finding real estate in Manhattan poses problems," said Phillips. "But, it's quite apparent after just a few months of operation that there is a continuing need for Liberty."

[Illustration]
Newsday Photo by Jim Cummins - Jude Bengen, a teacher at Liberty High, tutors Victoria Sanchez.
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LARAINE PACHECO

When Laraine Pacheco talks about involving the neighborhood in the school, she doesn't mean lending tables for the senior class picnic. Catching truants, she says, is more the idea.

At Pacheco's request, members of Long Island City's 48th Street block association secretly make home videotapes of loitering students and turn them over to the principal of William Cullen Bryant High School across the street.

"I simply will not have a school where nothing positive can happen in the classroom because so much negative is happening on the sidewalks," says Pacheco, who at 38 is one of the city's youngest principals. "Okay, I make waves. There is a price you pay for being true to yourself."

The price is occasional hostility. Students complain not only about the surreptitious surveillance, begun two years ago, but about Pacheco's cancellation of the senior class out-to-lunch program, and of her unwillingness to set up a smoking lounge. They're also annoyed with her insistence that seniors stay in school for the full day, even if they've completed all academic requirements for graduation; many high schools and some junior high schools have more lenient policies.

Teachers say Pacheco is infamous for giving more "unsatisfactory" ratings to teachers than any other principal in the city. And her `U' ratings, which can be appealed to the chancellor, almost always stick.

But the Pacheco plan appears to be working to turn around a school where, on her arrival five years ago, nearly 50 percent of students dropped out before completing their senior year. Last year, the dropout rate was down to 33 percent and, over the five-year period, student scores on the city's standard math and reading tests have increased an average of 10 points. Other city high schools, on average, have increased scores about 2 points during the period.

In addition, student-written magazines filled with puzzles, poems and mini-treatises are published regularly; five years ago, there were none. And last year, three of the nation's 300 semi-finalists in the Westinghouse science competition attended Bryant High School.

"We're just a plain school in a blue-collar neighborhood. We are not Bronx Science," says Pacheco. "But kids are not trying to get out of here anymore."

Yet, just as Bryant's troubled heritage is on the verge of forgotten history, worrisome pressures are weighing on the Long Island City, Queens, school, located near brick apartment buildings, late-night taverns, Korean fruit stands and a piano factory.

The size of the student body grows more than 10 percent a year, while the background of students is changing. This year, fewer than one-third of the 3,500 students come from homes where English is the primary language.

And then there is the question of Pacheco herself. Rumor has it that the former Spanish teacher, who became a principal at age 33 - the second youngest in city history - is considering a move to the private sector, possibly to a major corporation. Sources say she is likely to be offered three times her current salary of $61,000 a year.

Pacheco neither confirms nor denies the rumor, but her aggravation with the Board of Education pay structure is apparent. "There is no way for me to really reward others," she says.

The wage guidelines also affect her own pocketbook. "I am running a facility with a multi-million-dollar budget where the lives of 3,500 kids are at stake. Yet, how well I do or how poorly I do has no effect on how I make out financially. That is not the way to motivate people."

Asked if she would be willing to turn around another school, as she has turned around Bryant High, Pacheco gives a tart answer. "For a price."

Pacheco's possible departure raises questions not merely for Bryant High School but for the entire 922-school New York City public school system. Board president Robert F. Wagner Jr. has already suggested merit pay for teachers, although the teachers' union has expressed ardent opposition, and Wagner is expected to suggest merit pay for managers, as well.

Both he and Schools Chancellor Nathan Quinones have stated publicly that without some sort of bonus structure, New York City will not be able to attract the best teachers and principals.

Pacheco concedes that, when she started as a teacher, pay was not a priority. "I just wanted to have an impact on kids," she says, "you know, the typical selfless line you hear everywhere."

The daughter of a housewife and a Brooklyn department store menswear buyer, Pacheco grew up in Fresh Meadows, attended city public schools and local colleges, and married Joseph Pacheco, one of her high school teachers who now is superintendent of School Board 32 in the Bushwick section of Brooklyn. The two are now separated.

Pacheco favors stylish clothes and lives in a Manhattan coop valued at close to $250,000.

Recalling her first visit to Bryant High, Pacheco said she was immediately "offended" when she arrived in 1981.

"Students were more likely to take cooking than calculus," she says. "Getting by was more important than learning." Cigarette ashes littered the hallways; students assaulted each other in the bathrooms; the cafeteria, Pacheco says, was "a three-ring circus."

She made no secret of her distaste for the school's cabinet, as the corps of assistant principals is called, and within 18 months had dismissed 11 of 13. She has also fired two teachers and is attempting to fire six others..

"Someone once told me the Board of Ed is the one organization in the city that acts like a charity, where they feel teachers should have their jobs for life, whether they're qualified or not. I don't buy that," says Pacheco. "My job is to hire and fire."

Her policies have irritated the United Federation of Teachers. Says Alfred Osario, head of Bryant's chapter: "It was pretty tense around here when she first came. And, still, I can't say relations are good." The UFT newsletter itself gave Pacheco a `U' rating early last year and has said that her relations with staff are "poor, at best."

Adds Ted Elsberg, head of the union that represents both the city's principals and assistant principals, "She has a reputation for being a tough lady - competent, outspoken, but not always adored by everyone."

Students give a similar appraisal. "She keeps this school in line all right, but she's very fast with her conclusions," says Georgia Kontos, a senior from Astoria. "Sometimes, she goes after the wrong kids - the good kids who want to be in school instead of the kids who never come."

But she has the respect of many of the city's high school principals and watchdog groups. "One of the best in the system," says Jill Blair, spokesperson for the Educational Priorities Panel.

A few marijuana sales in hallways notwithstanding, few deny that Bryant High is in order and that Pacheco deserves much of the credit. Visits to math and science classes - the school's strong suit - turn up students learning everything from differential equations to the mass of the ozone layer. Pacheco says work still remains to be done. Improving reading and math scores, cutting the annual dropout rate and boosting SAT scores are top priorities, she says. But Pacheco offers no guarantee that she'll be the one steering the school.

"What is my incentive for doing well?" Pacheco says. "What is my disincentive for doing badly? If the answer, either way, is a flat zero, I have to wonder why I'm here."
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DISADVANTAGED. JULIA RICHMOND HIGH SCHOOLS

Location: 317 East 67th Street, Manhattan Enrollment: 3,333 Racial breakdown: 57.2% black

37.6% Hispanic

3.5% white 1.7% Asian Utilization: 111 percent Rate of attendence: 74.5% Number of suspensions: 213* 

[Table]
Number of serious incidents (robberies, assaults, etc.): 64 

Annual dropout rate: 14.6%* 

Freshmen reading at or above grade level: 35.5% 

Sophomores reading at or above grade level: 46.0%

*These figures are from 1984-85, most recent year for which figures are available.

Source: Board of Education.

Turnaround. If only it were as easy to do as it is to say.

It's the word of the year at Julia Richman High School on Manhattan's Upper East Side. The principal, Andrew Jones, is talking about it. So is the superintendent of Manhattan high schools. So is a special three-person crew from the Board of Education brought in to help work the magic. Even teachers are reciting the lingo.

"This school's going to have a turnaround," says Dory Davidson, assistant principal in the English department. "If anyone can do it, we can do it."

The question is: Can a school turn around when it is almost entirely minority, has few special programs to attract motivated students, is overcrowded, and has a history of poor performance with only $40,000 instead of the $1 million that has been poured into other schools?

It is a question skeptics are asking as the Board of Education focuses attention this year on five troubled city high schools it plans to "redesign" - a euphemism for replacing corroded academic programs in the hope of curbing high dropout rates, improving reading scores and boosting each school's morale. Julia Richman is one of the five schools. The others are Prospect Heights, Eli Whitney Vocational and Thomas Jefferson in Brooklyn, and Andrew Jackson in Queens. Each school's redesign is unique, but the board is hoping to keep the costs to a minimum.

"No question, Richman needs work," says Robert Mastruzzi, superintendent of the 13 academic and specialized high schools in Manhattan. "But I think the redesign will help this school turn the corner."

Julia Richman's problems, while not unique, are acute. In 1985, the most recent year for which figures are available, the school posted an annual dropout rate of 14.6 percent, 60 percent higher than the city average. In the same year, the school suspended 213 students. Although Richman is 25 percent larger than the typical academic high school in Manhattan, it has twice as many suspensions.

Last year, the school reported 277 incidents, 64 of them serious - everything from robberies to assaults. That made the school the fifth-worst in crime among 113 city public high schools. On the typical day, one of four students does not show up for school; the city average is 19 percent. Richman students, on average, perform far below the city average on reading and math tests; last year, only 35.5 percent of Richman's freshmen could read at or above grade level. Citywide, 59.7 percent could.

The statistics reveal only a few of the school's problems. Disenchantment among both higher- and lower-achieving students is deep.

"The school is the pits," says senior Victoria Soto, an "A" student in the school's practical nursing training program. "The students don't come here to learn. They come to act up."

Richman is a zoned neighborhood high school, which means that the school must accept any student who lives within the zone's borders, a massive territory including everything in Manhattan east of Seventh Avenue and north of 42nd Street. But, faced with Richman, many of the students in the wealthiest parts of this zone - including those who live in the elegant brownstones surrounding the school - opt out; they seek admission instead at private or parochial schools, or at one of the city high schools that screens its students, such as the Bronx High School of Science or Murry Bergtraum High School for Business Careers near City Hall.

Some officials, including the president of the Board of Education, fault Richman for not taking greater advantage of the many neighboring cultural, medical and academic institutions within a stone's throw of the front door.

At First Avenue and East 67th Street, Richman is just blocks from two of the nation's premier medical centers - Memorial Sloan-Kettering Cancer Center and New York Hospital-Cornell Medical Center. Hunter College, which offers a nationally respected nursing program, is just two blocks away. In addition, some of the city's finest museums - the Frick Museum and the Whitney, the Metropolitan Museum of Art and the French Collection, just to name a few - are within walking distance.

Richman seems a lonely monolith amidst this busy backdrop. "That school has so many things to draw from, and yet it has so few relationships with these institutions," Robert F. Wagner Jr., president of the Board of Education, said in a recent interview. "Richman could be a much better school and it should be."

Although Richman brags about its practical nursing training program, it has no active relationship with Sloan-Kettering, according to a hospital spokeswoman.

"You'd think the school would actively seek these things out," says Wagner. "But it seems not to."

Andrew Jones, who has been Richman's principal for eight years, agrees that more relationships must be forged. "You can never have enough," he says. "But we have made many connections." He offers a student internship program at a Roosevelt Island hospital as an example.

Richman's administrators, while admitting they want to change the school's image, also say the problems aren't of their making and can't be solved solely by their efforts. The school, others add, is testimony to one of the basic truths of the public education system: Schools enrolling the city's toughest, most at-risk students have so many factors stacked against them that success is often a never-realized dream.

"It's not the school that's bad; it's the kids," says Danielle Dade, a sophomore from Harlem who admits she has posed more than her share of discipline problems in the past. "This school is full of disrespect."

Except for the nursing program and one arts program called Talented Unlimited, which enrolls roughly 150 new students each year, Richman cannot screen its students.

The result: The vast majority of Richman's students are from the zone's poorest section, East Harlem. The school last year enrolled 3,333 students, of whom 57.2 percent were black, 37.6 percent Hispanic, 1.6 percent Asian and 3.5 percent white. Photos by Bruce Gilbert

"We are dealing with a disproportionate share of at-risk students," says Edna Vincente, who is in charge of the school's redesign team. "We say `all right' to that, but we also say, `Give us the wherewithal to deal with it.' "

But the school's unbalanced economic and racial mix is only part of the problem, educators say. In addition, Richman has been forced to take more students than it has room for.

For instance, Charles Evans Hughes High School for the Humanities, the West Side school that was redesigned as an intense college-preparatory school in 1983, takes fewer than 400 new students each year and operates at only 79 percent of capacity. Richman is twice the size and operates at 105 percent of capacity. Board of Education administrators admit that the cap at Humanities is intended to make the school more manageable and, ultimately, more successful. Before the redesign - which involved closing the school and rehabilitating its physical plant - Hughes was a troubled school, like Richman.

"In short, Richman must take all the difficult kids and they get few of the easiest," says Jill Blair, staff associate of the Educational Priorities Panel, a watchdog group that has studied the city's high schools.

The panel has questioned the board's redesign effort at Richman. Blair says the efforts that have worked best have involved shutting schools down, rehabilitating them and substantially changing staff and administration. Sometimes the entire student body has been rerouted and new students accepted. The efforts tended to cost $1 million or more.

But the Richman redesign effort is more of a paper redesign, educational watchdog groups say. The school is not being shut down; there will be no significant staffing changes; the student body will remain the same.

Rather, the redesign involves dividing the school into three institutes - one for arts and humanities, one for business and one for science and medical health careers. Although many of the details remain to be worked out, as it's now envisioned students will choose to concentrate on one of the three institutes, primarily taking elective courses within that field.

The "institute" concept, though not new, is viewed as a way to help students, particularly those at large city high schools, feel as if they belong to a smaller group. The institutes, in turn, will run extracurricular programs. "It's not just academics," says Vincente, the redesign coordinator. "It's parties. It's T-shirts. It's a sense of being a part of something special."

Vincente says she also hopes to establish a summer school at Richman to which students may go to advance, not just to make up course work. And she hopes to set up after-school computer workshops. But money for these efforts has not been committed, the Board of Education says.

Jones, the principal, is cautious but hopeful. "More than anyone, I'd like this to succeed," he says. "I'm proud of this place. And I want others to be as well."

[Illustration]
Photos by Bruce Gilbert-1)Visitors, students check in at security desk in Julia Richman High School. 2)Students walk outside Julia Richman High School, site of a "redesign" effort. Chart-Julia Richman High School - A Profile See Text
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