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This series represents some of the best No Child Left Behind reporting ever done. It shows how the policy allowing students to transfer to better schools works better in theory than it does in reality.
Chapter One: One girl's struggle to find a future

Rayola Victoria Carwell is transferring to a new school under a bold federal law--a move her mother hopes will lead to a better education. The switch, however, is just the start of a daunting odyssey.

By Stephanie Banchero

Tribune staff reporter

July 18, 2004

Rayola Victoria Carwell sits quietly on a wooden bench in the principal's office and folds her arms across her stomach to calm the whirling butterflies.

She straightens the leg of her favorite jeans, the ones with the embroidered purple daisies, the ones she creased to perfection at 6 this morning. She grabs a braid cascading from the ponytail atop her head and slips it into her mouth.

It's the first day of school, and it's the first time the 9-year-old has set foot inside Stockton Elementary School. As pupils pile into the office talking about their summer vacations, Rayola stares at the floor, her slender shoulders hunched, her right leg bouncing nervously.

After shuttling among some of the city's worst schools near her home on the South Side, Rayola is enrolling in a new school on the other side of town. Her transfer is permitted and paid for by President Bush's No Child Left Behind Act, one of the most expensive federal education experiments in history.

She has left a school in her Englewood neighborhood that repeatedly failed to teach children to read, write and do math at grade level and moved to a school 13 miles away in Uptown that is succeeding at all three. She is one of an estimated 70,000 students nationwide switching schools under the law.

The central promise of the law is simple: A low-income child can get a better education by transferring to a better school. In some respects, Rayola is an ideal candidate. She is bright and eager to learn. She pays attention in school, never gets in trouble and does her homework diligently.

But Rayola will face obstacles that the law does not address, obstacles her mother cannot seem to overcome and sometimes aggravates with her own impulsive behavior.

The circumstances of each child who transfers are as different as each of their faces, and there will be no way to quantify the success of the program for years. But Rayola's experience will show that getting a good education is more complicated than transferring to a new campus.

Schools can open their doors to children, but it is much harder to reach across the threshold into the home, where so much can influence whether a girl like Rayola will succeed academically.

The stakes are high for this girl and the nation's public school system.

For Rayola, the transfer is potentially life-altering. It gives her a shot at getting the kind of education and opportunities her mother, a high school dropout, has never known.

If she and other transferring students do not pass the state achievement exams, the school and the district could be punished under the federal reforms. And if the children do not succeed at their new schools, Bush's effort could fall by the wayside like so many other educational initiatives.

Rayola knows this school year's first day is like no other. Her mother woke her up 3 1/2 hours before the morning bell and drove her across town to a world far different from the one she has known.

Now, as she sits in the office listening to children speak Spanish, Chinese and English, Rayola makes a hasty and profound decision: From now on, she will be known by her middle name.

She later explains that "Rayola" sounds too black for her new, integrated school.

Rayola becomes Victoria.

Reaching for a dream

Victoria lives with her mother, two brothers, grandmother, aunt and cousin in a five-bedroom rental house in Englewood.

In this community, nearly one-third of families are headed by single mothers living in poverty; about 40 percent of the adults are high school dropouts. The neighborhood is so saturated with crime that Victoria's mother does not let the children play outdoors.

"I always walked with my brother because of the bad guys standing outside," Victoria says.

Around the corner from their house is Victoria's former school, Holmes Elementary, an uninviting gray-brick building bordered by vacant lots and a boarded-up house.

The front doors open onto Garfield Boulevard, a street that forms a gantlet of drug dealing and other crimes. Behind the school, a small playground sits in the middle of a cracked concrete parking lot.

Stockton is a bright, three-story, red-brick building on a tree-lined street. A black wrought-iron fence encloses a trimmed lawn and a colorful bed of wildflowers, daisies and azalea bushes. Vibrant mosaics of children frolicking and studying enliven the space above the school's doors.

Though homeless shelters still dot Stockton's Uptown neighborhood, the area is a prime draw for young professionals, with renovated homes selling for $600,000 or more and upscale bistros and coffee shops doing brisk business.

Victoria's mother, Yolanda Carwell, 32, says she felt like she had "won the lottery" when she learned her daughter and two sons could transfer out of Holmes. Nearly 19,000 students in Chicago applied to transfer, but the district did not have enough spaces for all of them in good schools. Using a lottery, officials granted spots for 1,097, and less than half that many actually transferred.

A single mother of three who dropped out of high school at 17, Carwell has spent her life moving from one low-paying job to another, boxing chicken at KFC, working as a security guard and driving patients to their doctor's appointments.

"I never got to live my dreams," says Carwell, who is studying to take the high school equivalency exam. "I want my kids to be able to live theirs."

Carwell's dream is that her daughter finishes high school and goes on to study fashion design in college. Victoria has similar aspirations. Meticulous about her appearance, she does her own laundry and irons her own clothes before going to school. She rarely leaves the house without perfectly braided hair, often adorning it with blue or white beads.

She thumbs through the Self magazine that her mother gets in the mail, mainly to check out the new fashions. Her favorite toy is her Bratz doll, which she keeps hidden in her closet away from her brothers. She loves to comb and style the doll's long, silky hair.

After an hourlong wait in the Stockton office on the first day of school, the Carwells and dozens of other families are herded into a makeshift registration room. A community liaison stands at the door like an air-traffic controller, guiding newcomers and dispensing instructions in Spanish and English. An air conditioner chugs away, nearly drowning out the whimpering new kindergartners.

Typically, transferring students arrive with their academic records. But No Child Left Behind, which became law in 2002, was rushed into action so quickly that the details were changing up until the start of this school year, and districts were still unprepared. Carwell learned four days before school started that her children were moving to Stockton and, like other parents, did not have time to gather the paperwork.

Stockton counselors perform educational triage, quickly assessing children based on brief interviews with parents and a short reading exam.

The Carwells squeeze in between two families at a long folding table and begin registering. Carwell tells a counselor that her daughter was in 3rd grade last year and passed a city-administered test required to advance to 4th grade.

In fact, Victoria was in 2nd grade at Holmes last year--again, after failing it the year before at another South Side school, mainly because of absenteeism. Victoria sits impassively in her seat and lets out a small yawn. She does not correct her mother.

After Victoria reads aloud from a short passage about fireflies, she is placed in Greg Zurawski's 4th-grade classroom on the third floor. One brother, Aaron Lewis, 11, is sent to a 5th-grade room across the hall, while her 6-year-old brother, Christian Redd, is placed in a 1st-grade room.

As she heads upstairs, Victoria clutches Aaron's hand. Suddenly, she stops, turns and runs back to the landing.

She leans over and kisses her mother on the cheek.

"Bye, Mommy," she says.

A stumbling start

A teacher leads the 9-year-old into Room 303.

"Mr. Zurawski," she says, "this is Rayola, your new student."

"Victoria," the girl corrects her in a confident voice. "My name is Victoria."

Victoria walks into the classroom and takes a seat as Zurawski, voice booming, continues with a lively math refresher.

"One thousand, four hundred and sixty-three. Write that in standard form."

Twenty-four pencils hit paper. The 25th remains suspended as Victoria stares blankly at the notebook paper in front of her.

Zurawski hustles over.

"Do you know what standard form is, honey?"

"No."

Zurawski coaxes Victoria into writing "1463," but she has no idea where to go from there. The teacher explains that a comma separates the thousands and the hundreds. Victoria picks up the concept and draws a comma between the 1 and 4. But the day doesn't get any easier.

At lunchtime, while students jostle and push for prime spots at the tables, she stands alone in the middle of the lunchroom gripping a beige lunch tray that holds an apple and a cheese sandwich.

Zurawski walks up to Victoria and puts his hands on her shoulders.

"What's wrong, honey?" he asks.

"I don't know anybody," Victoria says in a voice so faint that the teacher is forced to bend down.

"Sit here with me," he says, and leads her to an empty table.

As Victoria struggles through her first day in 4th grade, Stockton officials are searching the district databases and calling schools to locate records for the 14 children who transferred to Stockton under the law. Abbie Meyers, Stockton's No Child Left Behind coordinator, calls an administrator at Holmes and realizes Victoria should not be in 4th grade.

When Carwell returns to pick up the children, Meyers tracks her down and asks her to step into the office. Victoria, her brothers and a cousin, who also transferred schools under the law, gather close to Carwell to hear what is going on.

"I pulled up the transcripts and it looks like she didn't pass 3rd grade last year," Meyers says. "Third grade is a very important year, and we don't want her to miss it."

Carwell stares at Meyers and says nothing.

"We want her to be where she will be the most comfortable," Meyers says. "No harm, no foul. We can move her tomorrow."

"But she is supposed to be in 4th grade," Carwell protests weakly.

"I really think she'd be more comfortable in 3rd grade," Meyers says, her voice growing sterner.

Carwell wants Victoria in a classroom with children her own age, but she quickly acquiesces.

"OK," she says, sighing.

Victoria turns and stomps out of the office.

"It's not fair," she says.

More trials await

Even 3rd grade at Stockton is going to be challenging for Victoria.

During the first week she has difficulty with math, spelling and writing. She does not know that 374 is the same as 300 plus 70 plus 4. She has no idea what a silent letter is and thinks "made" is spelled "mad," and "note" is spelled "not."

When her teacher tells the children to write a paragraph that compares and contrasts, Victoria writes:

"I'm writing about comparing

my two school there kind of alike

Because the Both have Big gyms.

And they don't Bouth have Big

classroom and my old school was smaller

then this one Because it only had two

floors and it don't have a aodtoryom

and the Lunch Room was Big."

At Holmes, where 58 percent of 3rd graders failed the state writing test last year, writing like this--marred by poor punctuation and misspellings--is starred for excellence and tacked on the bulletin boards. At Stockton, Victoria gets a D in writing and an F in grammar on the assignment.

There are other differences between the two schools. Holmes is so crowded that teachers are packed into classrooms with as many as 28 pupils. At Stockton, Victoria has 21 classmates and, in a few weeks, the number shrinks to 17 when some move into a new 3rd-grade room.

About 14 percent of Holmes' classes are taught by teachers who do not meet federal training standards. At Stockton, every teacher has taken the required education courses in college and passed state teacher-certification tests.

Victoria's teacher, Judy Fromm, knows that Victoria's substandard education--she's been in three poorly performing schools in the last three years--puts her at risk for failure. Victoria never attended a school where more than 30 percent of the pupils lived up to the state's math and reading standards. At Stockton, nearly 60 percent did so last year.

A 25-year teaching veteran, Fromm cut her teeth at Jenner Elementary School, which was wedged among the Cabrini-Green public-housing high-rises. She quit teaching to raise her family but returned about 20 years ago because, she says, "I love the kids."

Diminutive, with painted fingernails and a salon-styled coiffure, Fromm stands about eye-level with some of her pupils. She peppers her lessons with "sweetie" and "honey," but is demanding of the children and expects all of them--no matter how difficult the home situation--to pay attention, do their homework and perform up to their full potential. She is willing to spend extra time to help the children in her classroom.

Fromm is determined to make sure Victoria catches up before achievement exams are given in the spring. A passing grade on the Iowa Tests of Basic Skills, administered by the city, is Victoria's ticket to 4th grade.

But Fromm has concerns other than the two No Child Left Behind pupils in her class. One child cannot spell her last name or count past 29. Two others already have failed 3rd grade. One girl lives in a homeless shelter. A boy with extreme emotional problems repeatedly threatens classmates.

"It's going to be a tough year," Fromm says.

Victoria hates being behind and is embarrassed that anyone might notice.

When Fromm assigns her a tutor, Victoria slinks to the table in the back of the room and hides behind a stack of books. When she does poorly on a math assignment, she conceals the paper on the shelf of her desk behind a bulky green math book.

The second week of school, as children read quietly to themselves, Fromm guides Victoria past the crammed bookcases lining the classroom walls to a long folding table in the back of the room.

She hands Victoria a sheet of paper with "97-18" written on it and asks her to complete the subtraction problem.

Victoria stares at the page. She rubs her eyes and the dark circles that rim them.

"Honey, can you take eight away from seven?"

"No."

"OK, then, do you know how to figure it out?"

Victoria shakes her head no.

Fromm opens a container and takes out a handful of yellow plastic squares and a bunch of long, plastic rods. She puts nine long rods and seven squares on one side of the table. She puts one rod and eight squares on the other side. Then she shows Victoria how to borrow and carry.

"Do you understand this, honey?"

Victoria shrugs and yawns.

Fromm smiles and pats Victoria on the back. While the rest of the class writes in their daily journals or reads, the teacher spends 18 minutes leaning over the table and leading Victoria through 10 subtraction problems. They work on "96-28," and "74-27." When they get to "62-19," Fromm tells Victoria to figure it out by herself.

Victoria presses her pencil to her temple and furrows her eyebrows. She slowly draws a slash mark through the "6" in "62" and writes a "5" above it, showing she knows how to borrow. She draws a "1" in front of the "2" to make "12." She counts on her fingers, her lips silently saying the numbers to herself, and writes "43."

Victoria looks up at Fromm.

"Great job, honey," the teacher says. "You are catching on."

Late to bed, late to rise

On a Thursday night in October, Victoria stands in the hallway of her home, sweeping stray Cheetos and Meow Mix off the brown carpet, holding her breath to avoid the smell of the Pine-Sol she just used to mop the kitchen floor.

Victoria's brother Aaron and cousin Kewone, 7, are in the living room, re-enacting a showdown from "Star Wars." As Kewone raises his invisible light saber and slices Aaron across the stomach, he trips over his shoelace and falls into Aaron. The boys tumble into a 52-inch television that has been broken for a year, knocking a half-full bottle of Pepsi to the ground.

Victoria drops the broom and walks into the living room.

"You better stop it," she says as she picks up the Pepsi bottle. "You're making a mess."

Victoria's mother is upstairs in her bedroom talking on the phone and cannot hear the commotion. Victoria's aunt is at work. Her grandmother, Rayola Carwell, is in her bedroom reading her Bible.

As the boys lie in a heap on the floor, Victoria's brother Christian picks through the religious CDs on top of the stereo. Finding nothing he likes, he turns on the radio and tunes the dial to Radio Disney.

"The tide is high but I'm holding on" seeps from the speakers, drowning out the incessant, high-pitched beeping coming from the hallway smoke detector, which needs a new battery. A police siren wails in the background.

Victoria heads upstairs to the bedroom she shares with her brothers.

She plops down on one of the full-sized mattresses, stretches her legs in front of her and switches on the TV. With a bottle of Pepsi in one hand and a remote control in the other, she flips channels in search of a cartoon.

As the night wears on, Victoria's brothers join her upstairs to watch the Cartoon Network. It's 11 p.m. before they turn off the TV and go to sleep, they later say. Her math homework remains undone in the backpack next to her bed.

The next morning, the children wake up late and Carwell lets them stay home from school. It's the 10th day, out of 32, that the children have missed.

The Carwell children started out the year behind their classmates and the absences are adding to their problems. They are good pupils, but are unaccustomed to the fast pace set by the Stockton teachers and are having trouble catching up.

Carwell complains that because she works all day driving patients to dialysis appointments she is too tired to fight to get the children to bed at night. Then she can't drag them out of bed in the morning. Sometimes they refuse to get up. And sometimes she simply lets them stay home rather than battle with them.

"I can make them go to school, but if they don't want to, they will sulk about it and not pay attention in class," Carwell says. "I'd rather send cheery kids to school because they'll pay attention better if they are in a good mood."

When No Child Left Behind was adopted, it promised two things: an opportunity to enroll in better schools and transportation to get there.

But most of the high-performing schools in Chicago don't have to accept transferring students because they have admissions requirements or because district officials have deemed them too crowded. Only 38 of the system's 600 schools are open to transfers, and none is within walking distance of Victoria's home.

Carwell complicated the situation by selecting a school that was among the farthest from her home. Without any information from the school district beyond a list of open schools, she picked Stockton because it was the only name she recognized.

"That's where I went to school when I was a kid," she says.

The law requires that districts provide transportation for transferring students. Nationwide, many districts bus children to their new schools. But Chicago officials say that busing across a sprawling city is impractical and costly.

Instead, they give parents mileage reimbursements or CTA bus and train passes. Carwell opted for the transportation stipend and gets $191 a month.

Still, getting the children across town proves especially difficult. Carwell begins work at 8 a.m. and has to get the children to school by 9:20. Sometimes she drops the kids off and goes to work late. The drive to Stockton takes about 35 minutes.

Other times, she sends them on public transportation with their aunt, a security guard whose shift ends at 2 a.m.

Occasionally, the children are accompanied by their 57-year-old, arthritic grandmother. She cannot endure the four-block walk from the Red Line train stop to the school, so she takes the children on a two-hour ride on three city buses.

Sometimes, no one is available to take them to school, so the children stay home.

Daily trip takes a toll

As her classmates rush by her on the sidewalk outside school, Victoria rubs sleep from her eyes on a fall morning.

She pulls open the school door and walks past the cafeteria. She did not eat breakfast at home and arrives too late for the free pancakes, scrambled eggs and orange juice that, as a low-income child, she is entitled to. She heads up two flights of stairs and into Room 212, where she falls into her yellow plastic chair and rests her head on her wooden desk.

Fromm walks over and rubs Victoria's shoulder.

"Are you OK, honey? You look tired."

Victoria yawns and squeezes her eyes shut.

"Yeah, I'm OK."

Victoria does not tell Fromm that she spent the last 1 1/2 hours getting to school. With her aunt as a guide, Victoria, her brothers and cousin left their house about 7:45 and walked four blocks to the bus stop.

They took a bus down Garfield Boulevard, past homes with graffiti-covered plywood over the windows and the T-shirt shop and doctor's office locked down with heavy, black metal bars and clunky chromed locks. They crossed eight lanes of traffic and boarded the elevated train.

They rumbled out of their haggard Englewood neighborhood, past the Loop skyscrapers that symbolize Chicago's economic vitality and through the desirable enclaves of Lincoln Park and Lakeview. They got off in Uptown and walked five blocks past the Starbucks and the restaurant that featured braised lamb shoulder wrapped in savoy cabbage.

They walked into Stockton at 9:20, just as the bell rang.

While her classmates work on their daily math and write in their journals, Victoria stares out the window, the lined paper in front of her blank except for her name. She puts her elbows on the desk, cups her hands together and rests her chin in the heels of her hands.

She cannot figure out how to subtract 644 from 732, even though she knows how to borrow. She has trouble rounding to the nearest tenth, a skill she seemed to have mastered a few weeks ago. When Fromm introduces the concept of "inference" in reading passages, she has to explain it to Victoria three times.

The distance from school has other repercussions.

Victoria is popular among her classmates, partly because she brings a double-dutch jump rope to school every day and partly because she readily shares her pencil sharpener, loose-leaf paper and potato chips with anyone who wants them.

During recess one day, Victoria and classmate Tiara Nelson are leaning against a wall of the school in a breezy discussion of issues important to 3rd graders: Beyonce's new song, "Baby Boy"; the 6th grader who "looked" at them in the hallway; and their crush on Lil' Romeo of the TV series "Romeo!"

As Fromm starts rounding up the children to go back to class, Tiara, who lives a few blocks from Stockton, asks Victoria, "Can you come over to my house after school?"

"I don't think so," Victoria says.

"Why not?"

"I live too far away."

"Where you live?"

"South Side. It's far from here."

"Too bad."

`This girl is a whiz'

Even though Victoria suffers through exhausting commutes, arrives at school late and without breakfast, and misses far too many lessons, she pulls nearly even with her classmates by the middle of the first quarter.

Her success is partly due to Fromm's one-on-one attention and to her decision to assign Victoria an in-class tutor. Mainly, though, it can be traced to Victoria's innate brightness and her hard work.

Victoria is so single-minded that the teacher seats the most talkative boy next to her, knowing he cannot distract her.

When she finishes her book during the silent-reading period, Victoria heads over to the brown metal bookshelves lining the walls and gets a new one. Sometimes, she simply slides the book off her neighbor's desk after he finishes it.

If she misses an in-class test, she asks Fromm whether she can make it up. While her frenetic classmates find clever reasons to get out of their desks--they simply must blow their nose, sharpen their pencil, use the bathroom--Victoria focuses on her work.

The dreaded silent letters, which caused her so much trouble early on, now seem less challenging. On the latest exam, Victoria correctly spells "paint," "green," and "weighed."

Her writing, though not perfect, has vastly improved. On a recent assignment, she writes: "This afternoon we'll do social studies. We're going to work on maps." She finally is learning how to use capital letters, apostrophes and periods.

Victoria has virtually mastered rounding, a math concept foreign to her at the beginning of the year.

One morning, she is hunched over her desk copying math problems off the board. "81,384," "375,532" and "684," she writes under the heading "round to the nearest hundreds." Then "81,400," "375,500" and "700."

Fromm slips between groups of desks and looks over Victoria's shoulder.

"This girl is a whiz," she says. "I am so proud of you, honey."

Victoria's lips curl into a smile.

"That's the first time I've seen your dimples," Fromm says.

It has been a long and painful journey for a little girl who started the school year so far behind that Fromm wondered whether she would catch up. She is getting a D in writing. But she has a B in math and a high C in reading.

As the quarter winds down, Fromm tells the pupils she wants to rearrange the seating chart, propelling anxious little bodies out of their seats. The children drag their desks across the hardwood floor to the newly assigned spots, sending papers and pencils crashing to the ground and provoking peals of laughter.

Victoria, who missed the previous two days of school, sits alone at her desk in the middle of the room, hurriedly copying math problems off the board. Fromm pulls Victoria's desk away from the small yellow chair and toward the new seating assignment. Victoria stands up, leans over, and continues writing "964 + 529," as the desk slides away from her.

"Honey, move your desk, please," an exasperated Fromm says.

Victoria keeps her eyes focused on her paper, her hand still scribbling numbers.

"I'm trying to catch up," she says. 
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Chapter Two: Falling back

Rayola Victoria Carwell proved to be a quick learner after she transfered to a better school. But the long commute and absenteeism begin to negate the benefits of the new school.

By Stephanie Banchero
Tribune staff reporter

July 19, 2004

Victoria Carwell trudges into the classroom, her shoulders drooping from the weight of her backpack, her white Reeboks dragging across the floor as though they were encased in cement.

Already 45 minutes late, the 9-year-old steps into the walk-in closet and pulls off her red coat. She shuffles to her desk and drops into her seat. Her teacher, Judy Fromm, is midway through an English lesson.

"Restaurant," the teacher says. "Is that a common noun or a proper noun?"

Ten hands shoot into the air as the children nearly jump out of their seats to get Fromm's attention.

"Common noun," shouts a girl in the front of the room.

Desk, baseball, Chicago Cubs. "Common or proper noun?" Fromm wants to know.

The Stockton Elementary 3rd graders are unusually self-confident today, hollering answers with such vigor that Fromm has to pull the classroom door closed to keep their voices and laughter trapped inside.

Victoria slouches in her desk and stares out the window at the darkening sky. She pulls her arms inside her shirt, allowing her body to warm them. She yawns.

"Victoria," Fromm says, startling the child. "Is Stockton Elementary a common noun or a proper noun?"

Victoria sits bolt upright in her seat.

"I don't know," she says in a voice barely above a whisper.

Victoria does not know because she was absent the day Fromm explained the difference between common and proper nouns. It didn't help that she was late again today when the teacher reviewed the concept.

Victoria has missed a lot of school recently.

By this day in mid-November, she has been absent 14 of 46 school days and late another 12.

She was not there when Fromm introduced compound sentences and explained how to use commas to separate them. She was at home during the spelling lesson on consonant blends. And she missed the first-day discussion of borrowing to the third place.

Victoria is one of an estimated 70,000 students nationwide who used the No Child Left Behind Act to escape a poor-performing neighborhood school and transfer to a better one. After three years in some of the city's worst schools, Victoria switched to Stockton Elementary on the North Side at the beginning of the school year.

At first, the move seemed to benefit Victoria. By the middle of the first quarter, she had caught up to her classmates. But as the year continues, she misses more and more school and now is falling behind. Victoria's two brothers also are having trouble keeping up.

Sometimes the Carwell children are absent because their mother has to work and there is no one to drive them across town from their home in Englewood to their Uptown school.

Much of the time, however, they miss class because they stay up past midnight watching the Cartoon Network and Nickelodeon on TV, and their mother can't get them up in the morning.

No Child Left Behind rests on the basic premise that giving poor children access to better schools will translate into a better education.

The law expects schools such as Stockton to make sure Victoria and every other child can read, write and do math at the required grade level. Schools that do not score well are branded as failures and face a series of sanctions that eventually could shut them down. But the law is mute on the complex issues that shape Victoria's home life, issues that also affect her classroom performance.

"We strongly feel that it's schools who should serve these needs," says Nina Rees, a deputy undersecretary for the U.S. Department of Education. "The law doesn't address it. If you start going down that path, you can start making excuses for why schools are not doing well."

Rees also argues that it is wrong to assume that transferring students will face a host of problems.

Still, the long commute to school, the late nights of watching TV, mornings without a proper breakfast and missed lessons are hindering Victoria's education.

"She's a smart little girl," Fromm says, "but she cannot learn if she is not in school."

Absences, questions

Stockton Principal Deborah Esparza finishes up some paperwork in her office and waits for Victoria's mother. It's mid-November, and Esparza, growing increasingly frustrated with Yolanda Carwell's inability to get her children to school, has decided to confront her.

Carwell drops off the children 10 minutes after the morning bell rings. Esparza walks up and offers a friendly "Hello" and a "How are you today," but wastes little time getting to the point. She takes Carwell aside.

"Mrs. Carwell, we cannot have your children missing all these days in school," she says. "Probably--or maybe--at your old schools, they allowed you to do that. Here, we don't allow it. They have to be in school if they are going to succeed."

Carwell leans against the 3-foot-high counter that separates her from Esparza and angles her body toward the principal.

"You don't know what you are talking about," she says. "They haven't missed that much school."

Two women working in the office look up, startled. A 2nd grader sitting on the long wooden bench stops fidgeting in his seat, his eyes growing wider as the argument progresses.

"Oh, really?" Esparza says, her eyebrows arching.

"Let's see. September 9th, September 17th, September 24th," she says, rattling off the absences.

Esparza, who used to work as a corporate systems consultant, has kept a close watch on the academic progress of the Carwells and the 10 other children who transferred under the federal law. She is concerned that half of them seem ill-prepared for the challenges they face and worries that an influx of low-scoring pupils will undercut the hard-fought gains her school has made.

Since Esparza took over in 1996, Stockton's city math scores have tripled and its reading scores have doubled.

Esparza, who rocketed through the teaching ranks and became a principal in four years, knows that state test scores are the primary factor in whether her school is labeled a success or failure by the federal government.

"We very closely track our kids, and we are worried if they miss a lot of school," Esparza tells Carwell.

Carwell exhales dismissively. She waves her hand, turns and walks out of the office. Esparza follows closely behind, her high heels clicking on the linoleum hallway.

"I am just trying to discuss your children and talk about what is best for their education," Esparza says.

Carwell stops halfway down the hall and turns around. Her shoulders drop and her clenched jaw loosens.

"I'm doing the best I can," she says. "I could just leave my kids in the South Side schools, but I wanted a better school for my kids."

"Mrs. Carwell, I admire what you are doing, but we've got to find a way to make it work," Esparza says.

"The problem is, I can't get the kids to go to bed on time, and then it's hard to wake them up," Carwell responds. "Can you please talk to them and tell them they have to obey me? Tell them they've got to go to bed early, or they're never going to be able to get up."

Esparza smiles slightly.

"Of course I will talk to your children," she says.

Two weeks later, Esparza summons the Carwell children and about two dozen other students into the school auditorium to remind them of Stockton's rules and standards. She tells them that they need to listen to their parents and get to school on time.

`A better future'

Some afternoons, as she waits for school to let out, Carwell sits in her blue mini-van across the street, a 302-page math book resting on the steering wheel. A single mother, Carwell has little free time and sometimes uses these few spare moments to study for her graduate equivalency exam.

Carwell, who has soft eyes and a warm, easy smile, dropped out of high school at 17 because, as she puts it, "I was bored and thought school was a waste of time." By 22, she was living in public housing and pregnant with her second child, Victoria. Now, she has three children by two men and says she has to fight to get child-support payments.

She has spent 15 years meandering from one low-paying job to the next.

Carwell learned life lessons the hard way, refusing to listen to those who loved her and picking the paths that she says were--in hindsight--clearly the wrong ones.

"She's the most hard-headed of all my kids," says her mother, Rayola Carwell, who has five daughters.

Yolanda Carwell knows that a good education can be a ticket out of poverty. She preaches to her children about doing well in school and going to college. She tells Victoria that with a four-year degree, she can parlay her eye for fashion into a high-paying career as a designer. For Aaron, her talkative and entertaining 11-year-old son, Carwell has picked out a life as a trial lawyer. She tells 6-year-old Christian that his tender heart would make him a wonderful doctor.

"I want them to aim for something higher, something better than what they've known," she says.

Transferring her children to Stockton was the first step in improving their educational opportunities. More than 270,000 students attend low-achieving schools in Chicago, but Carwell was one of only a fraction of eligible parents who even tried to move their children into better schools.

"I just want what every mother wants," Carwell says. "I want a chance for my kids to have a better future than me."

But Carwell always has been better at beginnings than endings. She has enrolled in, but not completed, three GED training courses at three community colleges.

"I start something and then can never finish it," she says.

Carwell deflects blame for her children's missed schooling. She complains that she gets little help from their fathers and says she is too exhausted after work to fight to get the children in bed.

"I'm not making excuses, but people don't understand how hard it can be," Carwell says. "I keep telling the kids that they got to go to school or they're going to fail, but they don't listen to me. They are as hard-headed as I am."

Victoria grudgingly acknowledges that she does not always get up in the morning when her mother tries to rouse her. She knows she misses more school than most of her classmates, but doesn't seem alarmed.

"I still get good grades," she says.

Reaching out to family

Stockton officials know that Victoria's academic success depends in large part on her mother, and they are doing all they can to make Carwell's life more manageable.

On the same day as her confrontation with Esparza, Carwell meets with Ada Ortiz, a social worker at Stockton, to talk about a possible job opportunity and an apartment closer to the school.

Carwell melts into a chair at a round folding table. Her shoulder-length hair, typically pulled back in a tight ponytail, hangs loose down her neck.

"How you holding up?" Ortiz asks.

Carwell shrugs her shoulders.

"We're holding it together," she says, her tone less convincing than her words. "We're trying to work things out."

By law, children transferring schools under No Child Left Behind are the neediest in the system. Most live in poverty and post some of the lowest scores on state achievement exams. But in what many educators call a monumental shortcoming, the law does not require schools do anything extra to help these children or their families once they arrive at new higher-performing campuses.

"I think we can all agree that every child should have access to the best schools," Esparza says. "But it is short-sighted not to provide extra money to help these students once they get here."

Stockton, though, finds additional help for Victoria's family through a separate program that uses social workers and counselors to address needs outside the classroom.

Ortiz meets with Carwell at a time when the family is struggling to make ends meet. In October, Carwell quit her $320-a-week job driving dialysis patients to their appointments. She gives several reasons for leaving, including the company's plans to move its headquarters to the western suburbs, even though that will not take place for several months.

Mainly, though, she says she quit because she couldn't drive the children to school and still get to work on time.

But now, even though she no longer is working, Carwell does not always get the children to Stockton, and the absences are piling up.

The drop in income is devastating to a family already scraping by. Carwell lives with her three children, mother, sister and nephew in a five-bedroom home in Englewood. The rent is paid mainly through a Section 8 housing stipend Victoria's grandmother receives. The family also receives $470 a month in food stamps, Carwell says.

She estimates their monthly expenses, which the women divide, as $450 for rent, $200 for gas and electric, $200 for food, and $150 for telephone and cell-phone bills. They also pay $75 for gasoline for the van and another $75 for cable, including pay-per-view movies the children order.

This does not include extras, such as new shoes for the children, each of whom is going through a pair every few months.

Nine weeks into the school year, Carwell runs out of money and uses the $191 monthly No Child Left Behind transportation stipend to help pay the bills. With no savings to draw from, she doesn't have any money to put gas in the van. The children are absent for four days because the van's tank is empty.

Victoria misses a series of reading tests designed to prepare her for the coming city and state achievement exams.

Every day Victoria's mother does not take the children to school, district officials deduct money from her stipend. In November, it's down to $184 and by December, it's $134.

Sitting at the table, Ortiz tells Carwell that she thinks she has found her a job at Laidlaw Transit Co. She says the company is looking for bus drivers, and if Carwell fills out an application and sits for a short interview, the job likely is hers.

Carwell offers an unenthusiastic "Oh, good" and asks for the address. She promises to fill out an application tomorrow.

Ortiz is unconvinced.

"I made an appointment for you," she says. "I'll drive you down there now."

Ortiz takes Carwell to the Laidlaw office and waits for two hours while Carwell applies for the position. Laidlaw officials offer Carwell a $10-an-hour job and say they will call her to schedule training.

The Laidlaw job requires Carwell to report to work on the city's North Side by 6 a.m. If Carwell brings her children along, Laidlaw would bus them from there to Stockton.

Over the next few days, Laidlaw representatives leave two messages on Carwell's answering machine, but she does not return the phone calls, company officials say. After the third attempt, they give up and toss Carwell's application into the inactive file.

"I was excited when they told me I got the job. I thought, cool, all right, this is going to work out," Carwell says later. "But then it hit me that I had to get the kids up at 4 in the morning, and I don't want to do that to them."

By the end of November, Carwell finds a job on her own with another medical transport company driving patients to appointments. She keeps the job for about a few months before quitting and going back on unemployment.

Housing plan crumbles

The hunt for a new home closer to Stockton is not going any better.

Stockton officials are working with Carwell to find an apartment in Uptown to shorten the lengthy commute to school.

Carwell is not happy about the prospect of moving. In the last 10 years, she has moved from apartments to rental houses a half-dozen times, sometimes just as eviction notices were arriving. As a result, Victoria already has been in four schools.

Carwell initially looked at three-bedroom apartments in Uptown, but quickly realized she could not afford such a luxury in the rapidly gentrifying neighborhood. She since has downgraded her desires and is looking for a two-bedroom apartment. She would bunk with Victoria and her two sons would share the second room.

But even that modest goal borders on impossible for a family that lives from paycheck to paycheck.

"I looked at an apartment for $725 a month that I thought I could afford," she tells Ortiz. "The landlord said I needed a $1,610 deposit. I said, `OK, I'll walk on that one.'"

By late November, Ortiz finds a $750-a-month, two-bedroom apartment for Carwell just a block away from Stockton. She tells Carwell she needs to fill out the paperwork and pass a credit check, and the apartment is hers.

If Carwell is approved, Stockton officials plan to get a grant given to low-income families in crisis that will pay the deposit and the first three months' rent. They also are counting on a grant that would buy furniture, clothes and even groceries for the Carwells.

But the plans are dashed when Carwell fails to turn in the paperwork and loses the apartment.

Carwell later says that when she sat down with her sister and mother and started working out the finances, it became clear they could not afford separate homes.

"I can barely afford what I got now," she says. "How could I pay for a $750 apartment on my own?"

Stockton officials don't give up on Carwell, but because grant money is limited, they move her case to the back of the line and focus on the other families who have been more responsive.

"We have many, many programs for this family," Ortiz says. "But we can't do anything for them if they don't show us a sign that they care."

Losing more ground

Two weeks before Christmas break, Victoria drags into class on time, but looking as though she hasn't slept in days. Her eyes are droopy, and her nose is red and sore. Her voice is hoarse from coughing.

She slips into her yellow, plastic chair and rests her head on her desk. She was absent all last week after coming down with a nasty flu bug sweeping through Stockton.

While Victoria was home sick, Fromm spent much of the week on math word problems, a key skill 3rd graders need, but one that is difficult to master. Solving word problems requires critical-thinking skills and problem-solving strategies. These are necessary in later grades when it comes time for algebra, geometry and other more complicated subjects.

Educating a child is like building a house. Everything depends upon a sturdy foundation.

Children cannot write an essay if they do not know how to use periods, capital letters and indentations. They will have a hard time with multiplication problems if they haven't learned to add. Every day Victoria is absent, she misses fundamental building blocks of education. And it could not be happening at a worse time.

Third grade is one of the most important years in a child's education.

Unlike 2nd grade--where children spend much of their time reviewing and reinforcing reading, writing and math skills they learned in 1st grade--3rd grade introduces them to new, complex topics.

By the end of the school year, Victoria should be able to write complete paragraphs with topic sentences and proper punctuation. She should know how to make inferences, draw conclusions and offer predictions in reading passages. And she should be able to calculate perimeter and area, and solve division problems using currency.

But Victoria is far off track.

She gets a 10 percent on a geography test, incorrectly labeling every continent except North America.

On a math assignment, she writes "4,732 4,782." And the progress she made in writing has all but evaporated.

The white plastic crate that sits on the heating vent holds red, green and blue file folders stuffed with math quizzes, spelling tests and reading projects. Most folders contain between 50 and 60 pieces of work. Victoria's blue folder holds 37.

Fromm knows Victoria is dangerously close to failing the semester and is worried that despite the child's hard work, she simply cannot make up for the missed school days. She also is concerned that Victoria could fail the state and city achievement exams. The city exam determines whether she moves on to 4th grade.

Today, Victoria works sluggishly through the morning writing assignment and comes to a near standstill during math.

Fromm asks the class to solve this problem: "A city is planning to build a tower that is 475 feet taller than Big Ben. How tall will the new building be? Big Ben is 320 feet tall."

As her classmates start scribbling "320 + 475," Victoria looks around the room. Then she starts doodling circles on the edges of the answer sheet.

Finally, she folds her arms on top of her desk and rests her head on them. Her red No. 2 pencil slides from her hand and rolls to a stop in the crease between her desk and her neighbor's. 
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Chapter Three: Starting over

Rayola Victoria Carwell's first semester at a new school was marked by setbacks and success. But, like many students who transfer through a landmark federal law, she doesn't stay.

By Stephanie Banchero
Tribune staff reporter

July 20, 2004

Judy Fromm's 3rd graders saunter into the classroom, acting as though they are still on Christmas break. The boys gather in the walk-in closet to discuss the "Lord of the Rings" movie, while the girls stand in the back of the room admiring the new purple velour pants one received as a gift.

"Hurry up, boys and girls," Fromm says. "We have a lot to cover today. We don't have any time to waste."

The children quickly take their seats, but one desk remains empty. It belongs to Rayola Victoria Carwell, who has spent four months in this classroom. She transferred from a poorly performing school on the South Side under a provision of the federal No Child Left Behind law.

There are a few signs of her presence. Tacked to the wall is her "How Does Light Travel" science assignment with a big, red "A" in the margin. A calendar on the coat closet is marked with her birthday.

In the weeks before the holidays, though, Victoria had begun missing more and more school. This morning, she isn't sick again or sleeping late or stuck at home because her mother doesn't have a way to get her to school.

Victoria is on the other side of Chicago enrolling in a new school. Her mother abruptly pulled her out of Stockton the day before--ending a journey that once held much promise.

She moved from a low-achieving school in her Englewood neighborhood across town to Stockton, where the classes were smaller and the teacher gave her individual attention. At first, she seemed to thrive. But she ultimately fell behind.

Stockton was so far away from her home--13 miles--that Victoria sometimes spent two hours on three city buses just to get there. She often arrived late, tired and hungry. Her mother seemed unable to keep Victoria and her two brothers from staying up too late and could not awaken them in the morning in time for school. Sometimes she let them stay home.

By the time they left Stockton, the Carwell children each had missed 24 of 75 school days.

Victoria's mother, Yolanda Carwell, says she transferred the children to Attucks Elementary because it was too difficult to get them to school at Stockton. She made the decision a few days after getting into yet another argument with Stockton's principal about their absences.

Of the 536 students in Chicago who transferred under the new law, 67 have returned to their original schools or moved to another underperforming school in the system. Most parents complained about the length of the commute, district officials say.

The people at Stockton who worked most closely with the Carwells express frustration when they learn the children are gone.

"It's a shame she missed so much school," says Fromm. "I think she could have been one of my top students."

Attucks is in the State Street corridor, smack in the middle of what used to be the nation's longest stretch of public housing. The high-rises are being torn down, leaving the two-story gray school alone amid the rubble and desolation.

Carwell says she picked Attucks off the school district Web site from what she thought was a list of high-performing schools open for transfers under the federal law. But she is wrong. Attucks is on a list, but it's the list of schools that scored so poorly for so long they must let pupils transfer out.

Last year, 35 percent of Attucks' students passed state exams, compared with 56 percent at Stockton.

As she starts over at a new school, her fifth in five years, the shy and introverted 3rd grader faces a host of challenges.

She has to fit into a different environment and find friends. She must adjust to a new teacher, a new math and writing curriculum and a crowded classroom.

As Victoria's mother finishes the transfer paperwork, a school aide takes the girl by the hand and walks her down the hall to Barbara Hodo's 3rd-grade classroom.

The aide introduces the new student as Rayola, and the girl says nothing.

When she started at Stockton in the fall, the 9-year-old decided she wanted to be known by her middle name, Victoria, because Rayola sounded too black for the racially diverse school. At Attucks, all the students are African-American.

She quickly takes a seat at the only empty desk in the room. And with that, Victoria reverts back to Rayola.

Adjusting to Attucks

Seven weeks later, Hodo is drilling students on addition problems. She leans over an overhead projector, writes "743 + 273" in large, green script and tells the class to use the "new school" math method to figure out the problem.

This method is different from the more traditional technique Rayola learned at Stockton.

"This one is easy and y'all should know how to do it," Hodo says.

The children grab their pencils and begin copying the numbers. Rayola stares at her paper, a vacant expression on her face. She looks at the board and then back at her paper. Finally, she gazes out the window and watches the train rumbling by on the elevated tracks across State Street.

Because she doesn't understand the basic concept of this alternative math, Rayola is unsure where to begin.

Hodo works her way through the cramped classroom, peering over students' shoulders. She stops at Rayola's desk.

"This is going to be hard for you at first since you came late," she says. "Here, let me show you."

Hodo hunches over Rayola's desk to explain the new method. A pencil sails across the room and falls near her feet, prompting giggles from children at the front of the room.

"You kids are getting on my last nerve," Hodo says. "Can't y'all give me one second of peace so I can help Rayola?"

This has been a difficult day for the teacher.

One little girl spent the morning picking fights. Another girl repeatedly disrupted class to tattle on classmates who looked at their neighbor's paper or didn't wash their hands after using the bathroom.

In her 18 years at Attucks, Hodo has seen her share of crowded and chaotic classrooms.

Still, she seems in a perpetually good mood, even though she is on her feet--usually in high heels--the entire day and has little time to give individual attention. Her favorite adornment is a fire engine-red apron with a hand-painted image of her smiling face on front. She praises her class with smiley-face stickers and bite-sized candies. She is as likely to hug a child as she is to scold one.

To boost the spirits of her students, Hodo sprinkles affirmations throughout her lessons. "Remember to dream big dreams," "You can accomplish anything you want," and "Obey your parents and listen to your teachers" are her favorites.

"You have to be more than a teacher," she says. "You have to be a mother."

Hodo walks over to the children sitting near the blackboard and asks who threw the pencil, setting off a round of finger pointing. Meanwhile, the rest of the children forget about the math problem and fix their eyes on the discussion near the blackboard.

"OK, it don't matter who threw it. Someone pick it up," Hodo says.

Rayola pushes the small blue chair away from her wooden desk, picks up the pencil and hands it back to the boy who tossed it.

"Thank you, Rayola," Ms. Hodo says. "Y'all should take a lesson from Rayola. She knows how to behave in class."

The teacher cuts short her session with Rayola and heads back to the overhead projector. She pulls out her green marker and spends the next few minutes leading the entire class through the addition problem.

At Stockton, Rayola had 17 classmates. When she struggled with subtraction problems or spelling, her teacher took a few minutes to help her. If the teacher was too busy, a volunteer tutor came to her aid.

But Hodo has 26 students and no tutor. She barely has time to get through her daily lesson, much less for one-on-one attention.

Research has shown that children, especially those from low-income homes, benefit greatly from small class sizes. Reducing the number of children in the room can increase test scores, reduce discipline problems and boost promotion rates.

For Rayola, the crowded classroom brings more concrete problems.

"The teachers yell more here," she says. "I have to wait longer in line to get my lunch. The kids fight more."

More missed days

Two dozen noisy children, tightly bundled in winter coats and scarves, pile into Room 111 in mid-March, hang up their jackets and unload their backpacks. Hodo makes a quick scan of the faces.

"Anyone seen Rayola?" she asks. "She get on the bus today?"

"No," comes a cry from inside the coat closet. "We ain't seen her."

Hodo shakes her head and calls an aide, Pearlie Stewart, over to her desk.

"You been able to get hold of her mom?" Hodo whispers.

"Nope, and I've tried three days in a row," Stewart says, adding that she left three messages on Carwell's answering machine but has yet to get a return call.

"I think you better go talk to Ms. Giles," Hodo says. "Something's got to be done."

Rayola has missed 11 of 39 days at Attucks.

At Stockton, Rayola's mother blamed the absenteeism on the lengthy commute and her erratic work schedule, saying it was difficult to get the children to school on time and herself to work by 8 a.m.

At Attucks, however, a school bus stops in front of the Carwell house at 7:30 each morning to pick up the children for school.

Stewart heads down the hall and into the office of Marynette Giles, the school's community liaison and de facto truancy officer.

"It's Rayola," Stewart says. "She's still out of school."

Giles appears unfazed by the news. In her two decades at the South Side school, she has dealt with absenteeism far worse than Rayola's and her brothers'.

"I wonder if they are sick again," Giles says. "I've got a stack of sick people to check on today. I'll give the mom a call."

Later, Giles calls Carwell, who tells her all the children are home sick. When Rayola returns to school, she has a note from her doctor that says she had tonsillitis.

Carwell says that most of the absences at Attucks can be attributed to illness, adding that her children twice have come down with the flu. But she also acknowledges an ongoing problem: her inability to get the children to bed on time and up in the morning.

"Sometimes they just don't listen to me," she says.

By state law, children are considered truant if they have more than 17 unexcused absences during the school year. Rayola and her brothers already each have missed 35 days at Stockton and Attucks combined.

But the law allows school districts to define "unexcused." In Chicago, a note from a parent with virtually any reason can qualify as an excused absence. School principals can question the validity of the excuse. If they determine it is not a good enough reason to miss class, they can mark the absence as unexcused.

A parent, under state law, can face criminal charges for a child's truancy, but that rarely happens.

Rayola almost always comes with a note from her mother explaining why she was not in school. Most of the time, the note says she was sick.

The principal at Rayola's previous school, Stockton, never officially questioned Carwell's notes, but she repeatedly warned her that she would report her to district officials if she did not bring the children to school.

Attucks' principal, Noble Pearce, has been monitoring Rayola and her brothers since they enrolled and says he has called Carwell to find out what is going on.

"She talks about how much she wants her kids to get a good education, but then she doesn't send them to school," he says. "These kids are well dressed, well behaved. They never get in trouble, don't cause problems. There is obviously love in this home, but there is a disconnect between what she says and what she does.

"It's obvious this mother has goals for her children and dreams for her children, but she has no way to get there."

Covering old ground

Even as her absences pile up, Rayola, who turned 10 in January, keeps pace with her classmates. Hodo attributes this to the girl's hard work and intelligence.

"Rayola has a great thought process. She is smart and creative," Hodo says. "Sometimes she'll do something and I will think to myself, `Wow, that Rayola is really sharp.'"

Rayola also is helped by the fact that her class is learning material she covered months ago at Stockton. This is partly because her teacher at Stockton, Fromm, moves faster than Hodo and partly because officials in each Chicago school can make choices about what material to present and when.

In the beginning of March, Hodo is teaching her students how to compare and contrast in stories--something Rayola learned in September at Stockton. Hodo is teaching pupils how to use "less than" and "more than" symbols in math, a lesson Fromm went over in November.

And while Rayola and her classmates are learning about place values in math, her old classmates at Stockton have moved on to converting miles to kilometers and adding fractions.

But Rayola seems more content at Attucks, having moved into a world that is less demanding but more familiar.

At Stockton, she rarely smiled and raised her hand only when she was fairly confident she knew the answer. At Attucks, her dimples surface daily and she is more likely to guess at answers.

Rayola's mom says she liked the integrated atmosphere at Stockton but thinks her daughter feels like she "belongs" at Attucks.

"I've noticed a change," she says. "I think she is happier."

Rayola says she prefers Stockton but is having more fun at Attucks.

"I think it's easier," she says.

Morning routine

At 6:30 on a May morning, Rayola picks through a plastic bag filled with clean clothes, hunting for an outfit for her 7-year-old brother, Christian Redd.

"Come on, Christian, get up. Get dressed," she says, tossing a blue T-shirt and Levis onto his bed.

Upstairs, Rayola's 12-year-old brother, Aaron Lewis, is standing in the doorway of his cousin's bedroom, pleading with him to turn off the Cartoon Network. Kewone Carwell, 8, has been awake for a half-hour, but he's still sitting on the edge of his bed in his blue boxer shorts and T-shirt staring at the TV.

"Come on, Kewone, it's time to get dressed," Aaron says. "Hurry up. We're gonna be late for school."

Rayola and Aaron are in charge this morning.

It's their job to make sure everybody is dressed, teeth brushed and hair combed, standing outside waiting for the school bus by 7:30. It's been this way for the last few days, ever since Yolanda Carwell got a new job driving special-education students to school. She has to be at work at 7 a.m.

The children's grandmother can't pitch in to get them ready because she had a nasty arthritis flare-up that left her barely able to move.

Rayola says she was awakened at 5 a.m. when her mother rustled out of bed. She has her own bedroom but often sleeps with her mother.

At 6:40, Rayola slips into the dining room, closes the door and pulls on black pants and a school-issued T-shirt. A few minutes later, she rouses Christian and heads upstairs to check on Kewone. He's in the bathroom jockeying with Aaron for a spot at the sink.

By 7:20, the children, dressed and groomed, head outside to wait for the yellow school bus. As the boys bang each other over the head with air-filled rubber baseball bats, Rayola runs back into the house, saying she forgot something.

She races upstairs to her bedroom, grabs a box of Meow Mix off the bureau and pours some into the cats' food bowl. Then she drops to her hands and knees and crawls into the closet. She leans over and kisses the 2-week-old gray-and-white kittens huddled together in the corner.

"See y'all later," she whispers to Ramses, Tut and Nefertari.

The Carwell children arrive at school a little before 9. While Rayola's brothers and cousin head to the cafeteria for a free breakfast of pancakes and scrambled eggs, Rayola stays on the playground to play double Dutch.

At 9:30--4 1/2 hours after she woke up and without having eaten--Rayola heads to her classroom and sits down for the Iowa Tests of Basic Skills.

They may be the most crucial tests of her school year. These city-administered exams will measure her proficiency in math, reading and writing and determine whether she passes 3rd grade.

`I'm going to miss her'

Two weeks before the end of the school year, Carwell loads her three children into her van to take them to school. She wants to talk to their teachers today.

The family arrives just as the morning bell rings. They head down the hallway and stop at Rayola's classroom to talk to Hodo. As Rayola hides behind the door, Carwell tells the teacher that she is pulling her daughter out of school early because the children have to go to Michigan to visit relatives that week.

"Oh," Hodo says, disappointed. "I'm going to miss her."

Carwell asks about her daughter's end-of-the-year grades and scores on the Iowa tests. Hodo says Rayola did very well on both and will pass to 4th grade.

As they talk, Rayola slinks into the classroom and over to her desk. She gets down on her knees, rummages through the desk and jams all her loose-leaf paper into a yellow folder.

Rayola heads toward the door and Hodo puts her arm over Rayola's shoulder and hugs her tight.

"Good luck," Hodo says.

Rayola buries her head in Hodo's chest and wraps her arms around her waist. Then she walks out.

The Carwells head down the hallway, passing the blue-and-white "Attucks Community Leaves No Child Behind" banner. Back in the van, Carwell promises the children they will go to the beach to celebrate all of them passing the school year.

Pearce ran into Carwell while she was pulling the children out, but he did not try to stop her.

"It's not a great tragedy to miss the last few days of school," he says later.

Carwell says she's not sure why she took the children out early.

"I don't know why I did it," she says. "I wasn't thinking straight. Sometimes I do things and I shock myself. Right now, I'm saying to myself, `Why did I do that?'"

The trip to Michigan gets delayed. The children don't go that week. Carwell says they eventually made the trip at the end of the following week.

No one has done a thorough accounting of how well students who transferred under No Child Left Behind did during the school year. The U.S. Department of Education is compiling data but does not expect the results to be ready for years. Chicago officials also are looking at the test data.

Of the 14 children who transferred to Stockton Elementary at the beginning of the school year, five moved into special-education classes, and five did well and passed to the next grade, school officials say. Only Rayola, her two brothers and her cousin left the school.

For the year, Rayola and her brothers each missed nearly one-third of 180 school days, school officials say. Rayola ended up with mainly B's and C's at Attucks. On the Iowa tests, she scored above average, higher than most of her classmates.

Rayola passed 3rd grade but also ended up in a school that wasn't much better than her neighborhood school. At the end of the year, Stockton 3rd graders were farther along, academically, than their Attucks counterparts.

At both schools, Rayola faced academic hurdles but also worked hard enough to adjust. At both schools, her frequent absences concerned school officials but remained a constant throughout the year. In the end, the hope offered by No Child Left Behind was replaced by old, familiar patterns.

Some Stockton school officials say the well-intentioned but flawed law is partly to blame for Rayola's struggles this year. They also fault Rayola's mother, while Carwell blames the transportation issues that burdened her children.

But the one person whom no one blames is the one person who did everything that was asked of her.

Rayola did every piece of homework that was assigned to her. She paid attention in class. She never acted up during school.

But she could not overcome all the obstacles by herself.

"It's not good to miss school," Rayola says. "But I passed."

One final absence

Five days before the end of the school year, Attucks Elementary students file into the auditorium for the annual assembly.

As "Pomp and Circumstance" blares from the loudspeakers, 18 8th graders parade from the back of the room to their seats on the stage. The auditorium is packed with teachers, parents and relatives who hoot and applaud for the graduates.

Pearce stands in front of a long folding table overflowing with awards and begins handing out gold-colored trophies, brightly colored paper certificates and gold medallions dangling from red and blue ribbons.

An assistant principal calls out the names of the students who had among the school's best scores on the Iowa reading exam. Children, each of them beaming, file up to the stage and bow their heads as Pearce drapes the medallions around their necks.

"Rayola Carwell," the assistant principal calls out.

Pearce scans the faces in front of him. He looks over at Hodo.

Rayola is not here.

Hodo walks to the stage and Pearce drapes Rayola's medallion over the teacher's outstretched arm. Back in the classroom, she places the silver-dollar-sized award in the top drawer of her desk.

At home with her family, Rayola has no idea that a medal awaits her. 
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Going the extra mile to succeed

Driven student out to make the most of school transfer

By Stephanie Banchero
Tribune staff reporter

December 26, 2004

Kesedria Carter stands in the vestibule, her lanky body hunched against the bricks to keep the whipping wind off her face, her hands jammed into her pockets. She pokes her head around the corner, pigtails flapping against her face, and searches down Montrose Avenue for the No. 78 bus.

It's 7:25 in the morning and the 10-year-old is on her way to school with her mom, two hours before the morning bell.

Kesedria's neighborhood school is just two blocks away from her Lincoln Square apartment, but the 5th grader is setting out on a 20-minute journey to a better school in a different neighborhood.

She is one of more than 700 Chicago students using the No Child Left Behind law this year to escape her struggling school and transfer into a better one. Kesedria left a school where fewer than half the students passed state exams and 20 percent of teachers are not properly trained. She enrolled in a school where two-thirds of children met the mark and 95 percent of teachers are fully certified.

Kesedria's story shows that the landmark federal education reform can provide new hope for some students.

But it also demonstrates that making these opportunities work requires a daily, single-minded commitment from all those involved--in this case, from Kesedria, from her mother and from the teachers and administrators at her new school, Stockton Elementary, all of whom go out of their way to pursue success.

Kesedria's mom, Karen Brown, wakes up at 5:30 and drops off her daughter at school by about 7:50. She gets back on the bus and travels about 45 minutes through six neighborhoods to her job as a dental assistant. Brown is supposed to be at work by 7, but her boss allowed the tardiness to let Brown take her daughter to Stockton.

For Kesedria, the early arrival at her Uptown school means a lot of waiting. Waiting to get inside the school, which opens at 8 a.m. Waiting to get into the cafeteria, which opens at 8:25. Waiting until the morning bell finally rings at 9:20.

But mother and daughter say these inconveniences are worth it.

"When I grow up, I want to have a good job. I need a good education to get one," says Kesedria, a precocious statement from a child who still watches SpongeBob SquarePants and plays with her Bratz dolls. "I want to be a pediatrician. I need to go to a good school now or I might not be able to get into a good college."

Earlier this year, the Tribune profiled Rayola Victoria Carwell, a 3rd grader who used the federal No Child Left Behind law to transfer from her failing South Side school to Stockton on the North Side.

Rayola's story was one of a dream derailed. The 13-mile commute turned into a nightmare of two-hour bus and train rides. Compounding the problem, Rayola's mother had trouble getting her children up in the morning and often allowed them to stay home from school.

By the middle of the school year, Rayola's mom pulled her three children out of Stockton and transferred them to a struggling South Side school closer to their Englewood home.

Kesedria's story is that of a dream on the right track.

She transferred last year too. But despite the early mornings--she has to get up at 6 a.m.--as well as the commute, the tedious waiting and the academic struggles early on, Kesedria is a star in her classroom.

Her latest progress report shows all A's and B's, except for a C in math, the one subject that continues to frustrate her.

The classroom walls are dotted with evidence of her success: The math assignment on three-digit addition with a great big "94/A" and "Super" scribbled across it. The spelling quiz with the red smiley face and the "A" noted down the margin. The "How to Make `Dish of Dirt'" essay with its precise penmanship and "Perfect" written on top.

On the classroom door hangs a photograph of Kesedria--her gap-toothed smile anchored by crescent-shaped dimples, her inquisitive eyes framed with wire-rimmed glasses. Above it, scrawled in big black letters: "Student of the Month."

Kesedria and Stockton are an ideal fit.

The school sets high standards for its students and Kesedria sets high standards for herself.

Though she adorns her hair with sparkly pink and purple clips and still sleeps with dolls, Kesedria seems much older than 10. When her 7-year-old brother, Walter, turns on "Tom and Jerry," Kesedria pulls out a book to read or gathers her sketchbook and meticulously draws the show's characters.

When her classmates huddle together to gossip about the cutest boys in the class, Kesedria focuses on her class work.

And when her mom is running late, Kesedria dresses herself quickly and heads into the kitchen to make the scrambled eggs, bacon and pancakes.

She is studious and single-minded. In class, she's the first to raise her hand and tries to finish her work first. She's a bit of an eager beaver.

"She is one of my brightest students," says teacher Janet Avelar. "I've never seen a student work as hard as she does. She always does what I tell her to do. She's a joy to have in the classroom."

Verdict still out on law

There is no way to know for certain if Kesedria's or Rayola's experience with No Child Left Behind is more typical.

Neither the federal government nor Chicago Public Schools has done an analysis of the academic performance of transferring students in the program's first two years. And Chicago officials declined to provide their test results so the Tribune could do its own analysis, citing student privacy concerns.

It could be years before a definitive pattern emerges from the experiences of No Child Left Behind.

What is known is that 37 percent of Chicago students who transferred to a better school last year have already left that school, according to district officials. Some went back to their old school. Many left the Chicago school district altogether. Most, like the Carwells, simply transferred to another school in the district.

Of the 14 students who transferred to Stockton last year, 10 finished out the last school year. Three have since transferred. Today, seven remain and school officials say most are doing well.

Before she enrolled at Stockton, Kesedria attended Waters Elementary in Lincoln Square, a school where 89 percent of students come from low-income homes and 37 percent speak English as a second language.

Brown says the school was "fine." But "fine" wasn't good enough for her daughter.

"The teachers weren't motivating enough for her," Brown says. "The work was too easy. She was bored. She didn't have very much homework and she just wasn't challenged."

Brown looked into sending Kesedria to a Catholic school, but quickly realized that as a single working parent with two children, she could ill afford the tuition.

She was overjoyed when she found out that Kesedria, as a low-income child in a failing school, was eligible to transfer to a better campus. About 270,000 Chicago students were eligible to transfer last year, but the district found spaces for only 1,035 of them. In the end, only 536 actually moved.

Brown says Kesedria was not prepared for the academic challenges she faced when she first enrolled at Stockton as a 4th grader last year.

Math was especially tough for Kesedria. She had trouble with multiplication tables and with rounding three-digit numbers. The teacher moved faster than she was used to. Her homework assignments tripled.

So the determined girl did what she always does. She worked and willed her way into a report card filled with A's and B's.

She got into the classroom early in the morning to get extra help from the teacher. She stayed up past her 8 p.m. bedtime to do extra credit. Sometimes, she skipped her favorite TV shows, "That's So Raven" and "Sister, Sister," so she could get in some extra studying.

"I knew I could do better," she recalls.

Check and double-check

Today, even though she is one of the top students in her class, Kesedria still holds tight to the old study habits.

On a recent morning, Kesedria sits in the Stockton auditorium with dozens of other students waiting for the morning bell to ring. The cavernous room is alive with children chattering and giggling, so loud that one teacher walks around with her hands over her ears. Several girls sitting behind Kesedria continually kick the back of her seat as they playfully wrestle over a hairbrush.

Kesedria is oblivious to the ruckus, seemingly surrounded by a bubble of silence. She reaches into her pink and black Bratz backpack and pulls out her homework to check, for the umpteenth time, whether she finished it.

"Math, 10-13 (plan, solve, explain)," it reads under the day's date. A black check mark beside it.

"English/reading, finish workbook Pg. 115-117." Check.

"Social Studies, read chapter 3 & 4, questions and summary." Check.

As usual, it's all done.

Kesedria slides the notebook into her backpack and pulls out a "Word Finder" puzzle book. She opens to the middle of the book and hunts through the jumble of letters in search of the target words. She seems completely unaware of the rising decibel level and the kicking that rocks the back of her chair.

Kesedria's focus fits well at Stockton, a school where achievement is not a fanciful notion, but rather an unquestioned presumption.

The school has the kind of demographics usually linked to dismal test scores and low morale: 93 percent of students live in poverty. More than 33 percent speak English as a second language. One-third of the student body will either enroll late or transfer out early.

But Stockton works for reasons not apparent on paper.

In Kesedria's 5th-grade classroom, teacher Avelar has little time for children who act up.

When a student consistently misbehaves--which doesn't happen that often--Avelar simply writes the child's name on the chalkboard under a drawing of a frowning face. That one move signals to the student and the rest of the classroom that Avelar expects better of them.

The names of students having a very good day appear under a smiley face. Kesedria, whose name often is under the smile, thrives in this atmosphere.

"I'm happy I get to learn something new," she says. "I'm happy I have to work hard to keep up."

The school is run by administrators who demand excellence from teachers and students. Curriculums are constantly re-examined. Most discretionary money goes toward keeping classes small. And the school hosts a Boys and Girls Club that keeps children in the Stockton community, with all its expectations, after classes end.

The club has been a lifesaver for Kesedria and her mom. Every day after school, Kesedria heads to the club for a snack, homework hour, then a bevy of games. This gives Brown enough time to catch the bus after work and retrace the 45-minute commute to Stockton to pick up her daughter.

Brown said she hopes her daughter can finish her elementary years at Stockton but fears she may have to move out of her neighborhood soon. Her family of three is outgrowing their one-bedroom apartment, and she cannot find a two-bedroom she can afford in the fast-gentrifying area. The move might take her farther away from Stockton.

"I'm hoping I can find something nearby," she says. "Kesedria would be really sad if she had to leave Stockton."
