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E is for Enthusiasm
The students, all wearing blue Amistad Academy sbiats and khaki pants or skirts, put away
their Catcher in the Rye essays. B time to startlamlet.

(Raise your han@says teacher Marc Michaelsdif,you®e in Mr. Kraus& Breakfast with the
BardO

More than half the hands in the room go up.

QVhen | looked on the Internet for materials alfdut:/et, they were mostly high school
materialsOMichaelson informs his eightradersOrhis is going to be tough going. But you
will get it.O

He hands out a short introduction to the play. Veronicantegrs to read the first paragraph.
When Veronica started fifth grade, she read at a seg@ute level. She repeated seventh grade.
Now she zips through the paragraph about Shakespdmekground without stumbling, even
over words likeQucrativeO

GDK, stopOMichaelson say8tratford upon AvoBN anything strike youd

Jaleesa raises her hand.

Ain®AvonN O

Not Gin®,OMlichaelson corrects.

GAren® Avon and Stratford in Connecticd@?

Right, Michaelson answers. Connecticut is in N&vgland, he points out, drawing a connection
between Shakespe&etlizabethan England and the studeatsn world.

Then he asks about the difference between tragedy and comed{8 Wtragedy?

A small kid speaks uLike in South Park, when Kenny s at the en@



Right, Michaelson respgno@té a great tragedy iSbuth Park, when Kenny dies at the end of
every episode. Now wh@ta comedy®

The same kid answerSSouth Park, when Kenny dies. Becaus&ifunnyO

The class determines thatmlet is a tragedyOt really goes to the deegown parts of human
nature and how does somebody react when something awful h&pdetselson tells them.

Then Luis raises his hand.
o you want to know some of Shakesp&uuther playsdhe offers.

He rattles offKing Lear, Romeo and Juliet andMuch Ado About Nothing. Michaelson asks
whether each is a comedy or a tragedy. Luis nails each one.

Less than four years ago, Luis came to Amistad Academy with reading test scores in the 1st
percentileN the lowest ranking there is. One year ago, he was on the verge of failing math.

Now he&3 above grade level in both math and reading. And every morning, instead of joining
most of the school at breakfast, he and some classmates meet in an upstairs dassroom
Breakfast With the Bard. ThHathow he knows so much about Shakespeare.

QWele using our time wisel@Luis says.
And enthusiastically.

REACH and Preach .
The first thing you see at Amistad Academy, on James Street in New®&a&nHaven
neighlorhood, is a huge banner that covers the outside of the red brick building.

The banner spells 0REACH: RESPECT ENTHUSIASM. ACHIEVEMENT. CITIZENSHIP. HARD
WoRrk.O

It could also sagPREACHOAmistad preaches thoSREACH value®constantly to its midle
schoolers, who are mostly poor and almost exclusively (97 percent) black and Latino. REACH
posters are all over the inside of the school, too. REACH values are part of the contract that all
new students and their parents sign, along with school adratois.

It& corny. 16 hokey. But it works.

It works so well that Amistad has become a bright star in ConndBtdiication constellation.
Officials from the state education department, suburban districts, New & atkar schools and
elsewherern the country have all visited theygarold charter school to find out how it turns
struggling students from tough neighborhoods, kids like Luis, into academic achievers. Gov.
John Rowland invited Amistad students to the Capitol and highlighted thd ssh@guccess
story in this yea® State of the State address.



It works so well that the state has approved an Amistadogpia new k8 school called EIm
City College Prep th& set to open in the fall.

It works because Amistad practices whaté@gthes.

Most school slogan cliches likeGExcellence Firgbor (Educating for Succe€ are lip
service. They have no real meaning. At Amistad, the slogans work because tbaly Teachers
show Respect for students and demand it in return. TheyrdeEnthusiasm and Citizenship.

Most important, Amistad expedié demand®N AcHIEVEMENT. From all 250 students. It knows
that achievement comes only throughrD WORK by both students and teachers. Everybody is
on the hook, because failure is not ariapt

The school day is long, starting at 7:30 a.m. with breakfast and then group activities. Classes run
from 8:30 to 3:49N compared to New Haven public schagdis<-hour dayN followed by a
schoolwide arts and sports program until 5 p.m.

Amistad ispart of the educational reform movement known as charter schools. The state
Czhartergor licenses, the school and funds it to the tune of $7,200 per pupi® Tarabelow

the perpupil average for Connecticut public schools, so Amistad has to rarséepdionations to
make up the difference. It reports directly to the state Board of Education, bypassing the New
Haven school district. This year, Amis€@gerpupil cost is $10,700, more than $1,000 less than
New Haven spends.

Efforts to turn around siggling urban schools tend to fall into two camps: the todehbly,
build-up-their-selfesteem camp and the backbasics, uniform&ndstrict-rules camp. Amistad
falls squarely into the second.

ONhepever | come across curriculum materials oresiem, | lauglQsays the principal, Dacia
Toll. OYou carn@ive a kid seHesteem. They get it from achieving. Kids know vaeal and
whai3 phonyO

But too often, backo-basics schools settle for behavioral improvements alone, for quiet
hallways andrderly classrooms. Amistad considers those necessary but hardly sufficient.
Students also need to led¥ina lot.

They start off far behind. They have to catch up to grade level and then zoom ahead, so they can
excel in high school, so they can go tdegé, so they can get good jobs and make good
incomes and be good citizens who contribute to society.

Q0n trying to change their livedsays the 3yearold Toll, who cefounded Amistad after
graduating from Yale Law School.

The achievement gap betareblack and Latino students on one hand, whites and Asians on the
otherQs the civil rights issue of our tim@she saysSOherés an urgency)



That urgency helps account for Amisidtunning results.

Students apply through the New Haven digBiotagnetschool lottery. 8 strictly luck of the
draw, with noreamin@of top applicants.

When they arrive in fifth grade they are, on average, two years below grade level in reading and
math, the same as their counterparts in other New Haven schools

Four years later, their Connecticut Mastery Test scores are double to triple the New Haven
average and higher than the statewide average. Last year, Amistaegeagtgis posted higher
CMT writing scores than students in wealthy colipgep towns lik Greenwich, Avon, Madison
and Cheshire. Visitors from as near as Hamden and as far as San Diego come to glimpse the
secrets of Amista@ success.

Those secrets? Th@g simple: hard work, high standards, strict discipline and a constant,
obsessive focusn Qaking it to the next leved

Or inthe case of students like Luseveral levels.

Luis’ Turning Point

Qast year, | was getting a lot of low grades. | got my report card. | had®@l_Eis , an
outgoing eightkgrader with brown eyes and a syrsmile, tells the story mattei-factly.
Therd3 no trace of embarrassment or boasting.

His mother came to school for a meeting about@aiport cardMiss Toll was talking to me

and my mothe®he remember€Xhen we left and got in the car. My ther was on the verge of
crying, and that just clicked. When | saw how upset she was, | felt like crying, too. | looked out
the window because | di@hwant her to see my expression.

After that,Q started studying every d&He studied math, spellirand vocabulary, in that
order. Thursdays, he spent extra time on vocab because there was a test every Friday.

Sounds simple: You work hard, you get good grades. But for Luis, it took nearly three years of
Amistads continual pushing for that simple edaatto take hold. Until then, he was studying
Onhot even a biQLuis reportsQlust listening to music and doing my homework.

Amistad recognizes that parents are essential to their ci8dzdncation. Th& why the school
asks parents and studentsign a threavay contract before enrolling. In the contract, parents
promise to get their kids to school on time, supervise homework, communicate with teachers.

It took all that and more to bring Ldgrades up, says his mother, Nerida Rodriguez. Adedls
it, last yea@® dramatic turnaround was more complicated than the way Luis recalls it.

In addition to the meeting with Toll, Rodriguez got calls from a couple oftesshers.



Orhey know that Luigan give a whole lot bett@says Rodriguezyho works as a certified
nurse.Q really appreciate what they did. We agreed to keep in touch everyQweekshe

agreed takeep him out of the TV, be a little more strict when he got home, review all the work,
make sure he was doing what he was sughts do. It was very strict here in the house. Bhat
how he got back on trach.

By the end of seventh grade, Luis visising OKORodriguez says. He went to Amis€ad
summer program, which helped his writing a lot. Then, when this year s@réedasacting
silly,Ogoofing off.Orou know, teenager stuf.

His teachers called again.

In fact, he failed his first three math tests this school year. Since then, his math grades have been
in the 80s and 90s.

Through fourth grade, Luis went to West BliConte magnet school, he says as he gobbles a
lunch ofGleep dish pizzaN it looks like a miniquiche, about 3 inches acrd$sfruit juice and
chocolate milk. He had lots of friends at West HillBhey were into the streél.

His mother decided he sHduwgo to Amistad.

Cshe wanted me to have a higher educaflbnis says(She wanted me to be more focused and
be around people who wanted to sucd®ed.

Next year, Luis will attend New Haven Academy, a new, small public high school. Down the
road, he hpes to go to the University of Connecticut or the University of Miami.

C is for Coaching

Dacia Toll sits down next to Teron McFadden @ firstyear teacher, filling in for someone
who@ on maternity leave. Toll has just finished a formal observafibis sixthgrade math
class. Now they sit down in her office to talk it over.

It@ a small, crowded room, and she shares it with another Amistad administrator. Th@t doesn
matter so much, since Toll is hardly ever in her officshe teaches one classlay, and the rest

of the time sh@& usually walking the halls, in and out of classrooms, checking in on students and
teachers.

How@ you think it went®@she asks McFadden, a tall, energetic young man.

A thought it went very wel®he replies. Higioal was to review the stude@tscent tests,
identifying weaknesses and reteaching the stuff that had tripped them up. He covered everything
he had planned, artét went exactly how | wanted it 1O.

Q did think it was a terrific lesso@Toll agreesFirst and foremost, they know the math. You
covered a lot of ground. Your movement around the classroom was excellent. While they were
working the problems, you were working the classr@»m.



Then Toll gives McFadden two tiggghat would take it up a lek®

During the first half of the lesson, she observes, McFadden clearly signaled when he wanted a
response from the whole cldSsby saying&lass®N and when he wanted kids to raise their
hands. The second half lost tiaatarity,Oand the kids startechlling out more. Th& an

obvious disruption. Toll points out a Red-obvious consequence: Because the same two or three
students quickly answered every questi@mu couldiid tell which kids knew the answer and

which didr®.0

Second, Toll recommesdhat McFaddeflo tiny little mini-lesson®before each problem that
the class works through together, rather than waiting until the kids are stumped.

She illustratesOOK, what do you do when you add fractions? What do you do when you
multiply? Do yai get a common denominat@/nd they can all safNooo'd think you would
have a much higher rate of succéss.

And success is whatt all about.

Afterward, McFadden says he found the session helfBeing a firstyear teacher is very, very
hardOhe saysOn constantly asking questiorlow can | better this3t@ a constant learning
process)

The C in Amista@® REACH acronym stands for Citizenship, not Coaching. But the kind ef one
on-one attention, encouragement and concrete suggestiongpimvement that Toll gave
McFadden are crucial to the sch@asuccess.

After seeing it in Tol@ office, | see it again in Roxanna Lo@ezlassroom. This time, Lopez is
coaching students in her fifgrade writing class.

They®e working on essayabout their mothers. Makem concrete and vivid, Lopez urges. She
shows them how, writing another acronym on the board: SAFE. That stands for Sensory details,
Anecdotes, Feelings and Examples.

QA lot of you wrote that you love your mother becausédshgood cook. Do just say you like
her fried chicken or mac & chee®topez tells the kidsrell us what it tastes like, what it
smells like. Tell us a story that starts wiétmcedor @ remembeYoule got to convince the
reader that yoye got sorething to say, that they should want to keep rea@ing.

While the class works in pairs on improving their drafts, Lopez takes aside three boys who have
asked for extra help. She asks James to read his essay out loud.

QWhat do you mean when you say yousther is matureédshe asks.

Q really mean sh@ oldOJames repliesBut you told us not to sa@ldOor GncientdO



Lopez is not satisfiedou love your mother because &neld®

She asks him for an anecdote. In a sample essay for theClasste that my grandmother is

really strongQshe points outAnd | told the story of how we went to Mexico and we had to

bring her back in the trunk of our car. That anecdote backs up the idea that my grandmother is
strong, because you have to be strtantgavel in the trunk of a car. | want you to come up with a
story that supports the idea that your mother is m&ure.

A is for Achievement
John Krause, a rouridced man with a beard, is reading numbers out loud from his computer
screen. The numberseaalgebra grades. The numbers are low.

QDnly four of those are passifj{rause points out to his eightjtade class.

Qhatever yoe doing is not working. @ not going to work next year or the year after. My
temptation is to pull the algebra boaksd go back to fractions. \We wasting my time. What
am | going to do?@e tried my best. At this point | just d@know what else to dO.

Dacia Toll, listening in, explains why Krause is being so hard on the kids. This is the lower of
the two eightkhgrade math classes. Six months from now, most of these kids will be at New
Haven public high schools.

@ur alumni say the teachers dbcaréabout students at those high schools, Toll reléles.
wouldn® put it that way. But | would say that [studeiaire] allowed to faif they dord do their
work.

At Amistad, by contrast, students are not allowed to fail.

Instead of sink or swim,& more like swim or else. So while New York City and other urban
districts try to endocial promotio®by fordng huge numbers of kids to repeat grades, Amistad
retains just three or four students a y®aless than 2 percent. It ends social promotion by
making sure the kids earn a real promotion.

And the school does not expel students. Ever.
QQe gone verylose with a group of eighthradersOToll says.(But | knew | was faking it.

Qf we want to be part of a conversation about imprg the public schools, we canéke the
route of just asking the tough kids to le@ve.

Much of the backo-basics schdanovement has a nasty edge. It couples the case for traditional
education with an attack on permissive liberal values, teddlngicns,(yhetto cultur®and,
seemingly, anything associated with cities or poor kids. Where liberals tend to blame low school
performance on poverty and racism, conservatives blame teachers and the kids. Many of the
conservativeBgettough policies seem more designed to punish failure than to promote success.



No such punitive agenda is detectable at Amistad Academy.

Amistadcalls itself alollege prep middle scho@From Day One of fifth grade, students hear
aboutQlimbing the mountain to colleg@Eighth graders learn about applications and financial

aidN not only for the private high schools that many of them attartcalbo for college. Every
classroom door bears a sign with the names of the teachers who share the room, the names of the
colleges they attended, and their undergraduate and graduate degrees.

About a third of Amistad graduates go to private high schdotsarby ones, like Choate and

Notre Dame, as well as flung boarding schools. Eightirader Jaleesa Freeman is typical of

this group: She lives at the Brookside housing project, came to Amistad because her mother saw
she needed a more challenging sthand has just been offered a full scholarship at the

prestigious Portsmouth Abbey prep school in Rhode Island.

The other twethirds go to New Haven public schools. Amistad expects them, like their prep
school counterparts, to excel and go on to celleg

QVvede learning from our alumToll says,Qhat we need a better transition to high school.
After four years here, they know us so well. TReyfigured out all the rules. Then they get to
high school and the game changes. It has to change @ hrreh less hantiolding. They may

be glad that their teachers afison their backs all the tim@But that means the students have to
take responsibility for their own success.

Tha(3 what Krause is trying to get them to do.

(Maybe we are not ready work hard enough to do the algelidae tells his failing eighth
graders.

Orou guys are definitely ready for it. Bu@thard workD

They have a test the next d&you@e got a hathour now to figure out what y@e going to
doOKrause tells them© Luisif you want to spend a half hour playing Uno cards, if you think
that3 going to get you ahead, go t@it.

The kids pull out their books and start studying.

Before Amistad, Krause taught in public schools in Baltimore and Catholic schools in
Philadelphia.O came here thinking | knew a lot about teaching, particularly teaching in an urban
settingPhe saysOrhen | found out how little | did know.

What did he learn?

Number one is, instruction is really import&@t his previous jobsyou dor®really push the
kids OKrause saysdt@ not about whether th@g learning. There was more concern about
documentation. As long as | wrote down names and numbers, @ didtier whether the
numbers went up or the numbers went down. | @dsad accountable.



(Here, ther& a drive to do well.@ be embarrass&if his students flunked.

The day after Krause reams out his lagging eigh#élders, they take their algebra test. The
results: an average {int jump in their grades. Luis pullas 85, a solid B.

They®e not allowed to fail.

S is for Strict, H is for Hard Work ) . B N

CBome people consider strict to be a bad thifigll says.Q think it@ a good thing. @ not the

same as mea.

At Amistad, kids move through the halls in line andetly. Shirttails are tucked in. They look
adults in the eye, respond politely when spoken to, sit at their desks with feet on the floor, raise
their hands to speak in class.

QVe do sweat the small stufsays administrator Doug McCurry@itsimilarto theQroken
windowsOtheory of community policing! the idea that small problems, like untucked shirttails

or broken windows, will lead to bigger problems unless@esfyxed right away.

Behavior and academic achievem@te two sides of the sameim®Toll says.QNe do both.
ObsessivelyOo

Most of what Amistad does is common sense. None of it would succeed without the H in
REACH: Hard work on the part of students, staff and parents.

Hard work takes time. The long school day was hard to gettaskdis Oppenheimer
remembers. It was tiring. And then there was homework.

Ot was a lotDLuis remembersMath, reading, science, histody.
What was the hardest?

(Everything®

Q didn@want to go to this school, but | got used @ it.

This year, he got the payoff: His reading score, which was in the first percentile when he came to
Amistad, has soared to the 59th percentiidat felt greatd



