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Three years ago, I was ensconced in a comfortable teaching job at the prestigious Boston Latin School when Boston Superintendent of Schools Thomas Payzant asked me to be part of a three-person team that he was organizing to revitalize long-troubled South Boston High School.  It didn’t take long for us to realize the magnitude of the challenge that Dr. Payzant had given us: The labyrinthine 201-year-old building was a kaleidoscope of broken furniture, shattered glass, rodents, and falling plaster. Fire alarms sounded several times a day.  Attendance never reached 80 percent. There were no books. Teachers were in survival mode.  Teaching and learning was not a priority. Yet the chaotic conditions that we inherited at South Boston High School exist in many urban high schools and high school reformers aren’t likely to make much progress unless they deal with them. The three of us had no choice but to do so and we learned a lot of lessons about urban high school reform along the way—lessons that might be helpful to others.

The first thing we had to do was to stop the madness. We changed the culture of the school so learning could take place.  We got tough. Virtual lock down went into effect until we were able to remove overage students, drug pushers and disruptive students.  We also started enforcing what we called the “non-negotiables,” rules that drew swift punishment if broken, ranging from a dress codes to rules on respect.  Two such examples are:  1) Come to class prepared to learn.  This means radios, walkmans, beepers, wireless telephones, “headgear,” or games are not allowed in the school and may be confiscated.  2) Refrain from defacing any part of the building and keep the building clean at all times.  This means eat only in the cafeteria; gum, candy, and all other food and drink are prohibited outside the cafeteria; or 3) Do not engage in verbal or physical violence.  It has been amazing what the enforcement of 10 non-negotiable rules has done to improve the climate and culture of the school.

But we also moved quickly to create school pride and a sense of belonging among students—things that had been utterly lacking in the past.  Our most important move was to break South Boston into three autonomous small high schools of about 400 students each, one school per floor. This helped to counter the anonymity that the school’s vast scale had made almost inevitable. We worked to ensure that each new school had a distinct identity that students could connect to.  The Odyssey School, on the third floor, focused on marine and environmental sciences. My school, Excel High, is located on the second floor and offers an enriched information-technology curriculum, offering students courses and certification in MOUS, CISCO and Webmaster. The Monument School is a public safety program, with specialized courses in social justice, law and emergency rescue that are taught as part of the school’s partnerships with the Boston fire and police departments and other city public safety agencies. 

We also worked hard to create a sense of community building-wide.  We started a student government, created after school clubs, rewarded improved attendance and academic excellence and improved our contact with parents.

We also began to tap resources in the Boston area to help us address the many problems that our students, many of whom live in poverty, bring with them to school, including drug abuse and the troubling consequences of South Boston’s high teen suicide rate. A partnership between our three schools-within-a-school and the agencies of Mass Mental Health, for example has enabled us to bring counselors, therapists, and health providers into our schools, critical resources that we would never have been able to afford on our own. A partnership with the Downtown Waterfront Business Association has provided students jobs and badly needed mentors and role models. Relationships that we have forged with Northeastern University, Harvard University, MIT and Boston College have created learning opportunities for students and teachers alike.

We also launched what we call Round Table, a monthly meeting of police representatives, correctional officers, representatives of the Department of Youth Services and the District Attorney’s office, our community field coordinators, guidance counselors and student support coordinators.  This group has been invaluable in helping us create a safe school and in supporting students who are making the transition back to school from incarceration.

The distinctive curricula of Odyssey, Excel, and Monument have helped draw students into academics, in part by making learning fun. Students at the Odyssey School, for example, work alongside scientists conducting experiments in the Neponset River Watershed.  They also sail on an MIT research ship, studying marine life.

We have also brought college teaching interns to help signal to students that academics matter.  In addition to teaching classes, the interns do college and career counseling and expose students to the many colleges and universities that Boston has to offer.

We have also worked hard to rebuild the demoralized teaching staff that we inherited.  As much as teachers know, few truly know how to support each other in the learning.  The isolation of large schools has enabled them for years to exist as separate islands under one roof.  It was imperative that teacher receive training in how to talk to one another.  This Critical Friends training was instrumental in getting badly needed dialog started about pedagogy.  We have given teachers lots of new teaching strategies such as Looking At Student Work, Links, Creating Rubrics, Classroom Management, Readers and Writers’ Workshops and Literacy Across The Curriculum.  And all new Excel Excel High School teachers must attend the Teachers’ Institutes, bi-weekly instructional/mentoring sessions, for up to three years. The message is clear: Improved instruction is the order of the day.

We have sought to promote collegiality and a sense of professionalism among our teachers by organizing them into small teams that monitor both the academic and social progress of about 100 students. These teacher led teams convene two or three times a week to talk about instruction, look at student work and test results, and do case management.

Another way we signal to teachers that their work is important is by sending them to observe teachers in other schools.

These strategies have paid valuable dividends. Average attendance has gone from 78% to 89% percent.  Teacher attendance has improved.  It is a rare day to have more than a teacher or two out. The three schools that replaced South Boston High are focused on building a collegial atmosphere where teaching and learning and student achievement is improving.  This is indicated in the number of students going on to college.  Eighty one percent of the class of 2002 went on to two or four year colleges. The percentage of 10th grader students who have not passed the MCAS (state standardized test) is only 12%.   Prior to 2002 the subscription rate for students applying to South Boston was 26% total.  In 2003 rate was 73% of students applying to the three schools for first choice.  Much has begun to turn around for students in the South Boston Educational Complex.    

Superintendent Payzant’s office has played a key role in South Boston’s improvements: breaking the large, dysfunctional school into three smaller, more educational communities; paying for renovations that breathed new life into a very old building; securing federal and foundation grants to pay for the development of the schools’ specialized curricula, tutorial programs, and technology; and providing each of our schools with an assistant headmaster who frees us to focus on instruction.

But there is more that central offices could and should do to help in the reform of troubled urban high schools like South Boston. We must streamline the process for removing under-performing teachers and dissolve the seniority-based system of teacher staffing that makes it harder for schools to hire qualified teachers who are dedicated to reform. Closing troubled schools like South Boston, moving out existing staff and starting new schools with the autonomy to select their teachers would help.

School systems and states should revise standardized testing schedules to ensure that schools are able to use test results to respond to students’ needs effectively; too often test scores arrive too late in the school year for schools to use them to target extra help for students.

And the Boston school system needs to educate its central office staff about the reforms that are going on in the city’s schools. We have to deal with an immense amount of red tape because Boston’s bureaucrats refuse to believe that there could be three headmasters under one roof. “Let me speak to the real headmaster,” is a common demand. This lack of understanding of the new organization at South Boston makes our struggles to replace needlessly expansive curricula and arcane special-needs staffing models, among many other challenges, that much tougher. Reforms like these that have taken place at South Boston High are hard won. In urban school systems, officials should take every step possible to improve the odds of success.

Karen Daniels is the headmaster of Excel High School.
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