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Reformers Cite Middle School Needs
After focusing for years on younger and older students, educators in L.A. and elsewhere are looking for new ways to curb the dropout rate.

By Joel Rubin 

Los Angeles Times Staff Writer

Iris Sanchez is stumbling toward high school.

With two weeks left before winter break started, the quiet eighth-grader was flunking math, science and history. She was studying little at home and missing classes.

She has, in short, the makings of a dropout.

But on a recent Tuesday morning, Iris was pulled out of her third-period class at Sepulveda Middle School and called to the counseling office. She slipped meekly into a closet-sized room and found herself face to face with Lauren Weiss.

Part tough-love sergeant and part mother figure, Weiss led Iris through a crash course on the pitfalls awaiting her next year.

"You've got to own your education, Iris. You've got to own it. In high school, when you see your grades going down, it is really important that  bells go off in your head," she said. "You go and you ask for help. Good students get help. All right?"

Iris is hardly alone. Every year, thousands of low-performing, unprepared students in the Los Angeles Unified School District move from middle to high school. There, with more rigorous high-stakes academics and intense social pressures, they can find it easy to fall behind, grow frustrated and give up.

It is a story line that school district officials say must be rewritten. After having focused for years on elementary and high school reforms, L.A. Unified leaders say they are turning their attention to middle schools in hopes of better preparing students for high school and thus stemming the district's alarming dropout rate.

"Middle schools have been overlooked," said Robert Collins, the district's chief instructional officer for secondary education. "We can't win the high school issues unless we do a better job in middle schools."

The problem is not limited to Los Angeles. Across the country, educators have struggled with how to teach adolescents in the awkward middle years. Briefly the subject of national debate in the late 1980s, middle school reform efforts have since slipped largely into the shadows.

In coming months, Los Angeles Unified officials are expected to ask the Board of Education for the go-ahead on aggressive reforms for middle schools. Even if approved, however, such reforms, which could include a longer school day, would take years to fully implement.

Until then, Weiss and the cadre of other counselors hired this year to work in some of the district's neediest middle schools are doing triage to identify and intervene with at-risk students.

"The idea of dropping out begins as a quiet secret in the minds of middle-schoolers," Weiss said. "If there isn't someone there who reaches them to bust that idea, it will grow and grow."

For a series of articles earlier this year, The Times spent eight months examining the dropout problem at a typical district high school. In interviews, hundreds of dropouts and struggling students echoed Weiss, saying middle school had done little to ready them for high school.

A failing grade in middle school, for example, rarely meets with any serious repercussions, but in high school, poor-performing students get caught in a downward spiral. They must pass classes to earn credits needed to graduate. With every class they fail and repeat, struggling students slip further behind.

The social and emotional transition from middle to high school can be rough. Often for the first time, high school students encounter a host of outside pressures - gangs, work and sex - that can push them to drop out.

Los Angeles school district officials announced a set of initiatives in February aimed at tackling the dropout crisis. As part of the effort, Weiss and other "diploma project advisors" were placed in low-performing middle schools. Another group was sent into troubled high schools.

Including Sepulveda in the northeast San Fernando Valley community of North Hills, 33 of the district's 74 traditional middle schools have the new counselors. They are expected to work with the students at greatest risk - in general, those who are failing at least three classes or who have serious discipline and attendance problems.

Sessions can last 10 minutes or two hours and can be businesslike discussions of study habits and grades or deeply emotional forays into a troubled student's family life.

Counselors connect students to whatever tutoring, psychological or social services they need. They press these students to take extra classes on weekends or vacations and attempt to open their eyes to the realities awaiting them in high school. They call parents and try - often futilely - to get them to become more involved in their children's education.

At Gage Middle School in Huntington Park, the job is daunting. More than 3,300 students from the poor, Latino immigrant community overfill the school. The seven traditional counselors on staff scramble to manage caseloads of about 500 students each, more than 40% of whom struggle to speak English.

After Gage, most students enter nearby Huntington Park High School. There, according to current state figures, slightly more than one in four will drop out.

There were so many students at Gage this year with at least three failing grades - 560 - that Diane Chavez-Palmer had to scale back when she arrived a few months ago. To make the workload manageable, she sees only the 150 students flunking four or more classes.

"If you're a doctor, you want to be in the emergency room, where it's nonstop and a little crazy," she said. "That's kind of what it's like here."

Most frustrating, Chavez-Palmer said, is the difficulty in getting students and parents to follow through on her recommendations for tutoring and other services. At a recent meeting, only 20 parents showed up.

There is little Chavez-Palmer and the other counselors can do to compel middle school students to work harder. A district policy requiring principals to hold back eighth-grade students who fail to meet minimal standards in English and math is largely ignored, said Collins, the chief instructional officer.

The small piece of leverage counselors do have over failing students - threatening to ban them from informal graduation ceremonies schools hold for eighth-graders - often does little to sway students.

"As long as I go on to the ninth grade," a 14-year-old boy shrugged when Diane-Chavez raised the prospect.

"You didn't pass the majority of your classes in seventh grade and went on to eighth. The same will happen this year," the blunt-talking counselor replied. "But what's going to happen next year? How many times do you think Huntington Park High School is going to allow you to do this?"

Weiss, who wrote a guidebook to high school for Sepulveda eighth-graders, often relies on sheer repetition to drum the realities of high school into the heads of the 83 eighth-graders on her rolls.

"Say that back to me: What happens if you fail a class in high school?" she said to 13-year-old Christina Duran as the two read a page from the guidebook.

"You repeat it," Duran said, her voice almost a whisper.

"What happens if you fail a class in high school?"

"You repeat it."

Weiss let the message sink in. Silence filled the tiny room as the two stared at each other.

Christina dropped her eyes to the floor. "I didn't know that," she said with a nervous laugh.

District officials heap praise on the counselors but are quick to acknowledge that deep and broad changes are needed to salvage L.A. Unified's middle schools. More than half of the roughly 158,000 middle school students tested either "below basic" or "far below basic" on state math tests last year, and 40% foundered at those levels on English tests. Moreover, 68 of the 74 middle schools are on a federal watch list for falling short of testing benchmarks, and 47 of those schools have been on the list for four or more years.

"We're not going to change things by trying harder at what we have been doing," Collins said. "This cannot be reform around the edges."

In response to the dramatic number of students failing math, the district this year scrapped its policy of requiring all eighth-graders to take algebra and created "algebra readiness" classes for struggling students.

Many unprepared students, however, are still being placed in algebra. This year at Gage, for example, one math teacher estimated that at least half of the 35 students in one of her algebra classes were failing.

A task force is compiling ideas that will be presented to the school board. It is likely to have the support of recently appointed Supt. David L. Brewer, who has repeatedly pointed to middle schools as one of the district's greatest challenges.

The task force, Collins said, has been looking for reform ideas at charter schools, primarily the high-achieving Knowledge Is Power Program, or KIPP, schools, and the few well-regarded district programs.

Requiring students to repeat failed classes, overhauling the often subpar instruction the more-than 54,000 "English-learner" students receive and restructuring schools to allow teams of teachers to work with small groups of students are some of the ideas on the table.

The task force also is expected to recommend an increase to the length of the middle school day by one or two periods to help struggling students, a dramatic and expensive move that would require the approval of the teachers union.

"For too long, we have not been saying to middle school students and parents, 'These are our standards and this is our set of expectations. It is expected that you're going to pass every class,' " Collins said.

"We cannot just keep pushing students along."
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The Critical Years:

Trying to Find Solutions in Chaotic Middle Schools

By ELISSA GOOTMAN

Sit in with a seventh-grade science class at Seth Low, a cavernous Brooklyn middle school, as paper balls fly and pens are flicked from desk to desk.

A girl is caught with a note and quickly tears it up, blushing, as her classmates chant, “Read it!” The teacher, Laura Lowrie, tries to demonstrate simple machines by pulling from a box a hammer, a pencil sharpener and then, to her instant remorse, a nutcracker — the sight of which sends a cluster of boys into a fit of giggles and anatomical jokes.

“It’s the roughest, toughest, hardest thing to teach,” Ms. Lowrie said of middle school. “I’ll go home and feel disappointed with what’s going on and I’ll try a different tactic the next day.” As for the nutcracker, she sighed, “I should have used a stapler.”

Driven by newly documented slumps in learning, by crime rates and by high dropout rates in high school, educators across New York and the nation are struggling to rethink middle school and how best to teach adolescents at a transitional juncture of self-discovery and hormonal change.

The difficulty of educating this age group is felt even in many wealthy suburban school districts. But it is particularly intense in cities, where the problems that are compounded in middle school are more acute to begin with and where the search for solutions is most urgent.

In Los Angeles, the new superintendent, David L. Brewer III, has vowed to transform middle schools as a top priority, and low-performing schools are experimenting with intensive counseling.

In Philadelphia and Baltimore, school systems are trying to make the middle school problem literally disappear, by folding grades six through eight into K-8 schools. In one Columbia, S.C., school district, all five middle schools have begun offering some form of single-sex classes, on the theory that they promote self-esteem and reduce distractions.

And middle schools across the five boroughs of New York City are experimenting with a grab bag of strategies, from adding special periods dedicated to organizational skills, to reducing the number of teachers that each student has. At the Brooklyn Secondary School for Collaborative Studies, in Carroll Gardens, which includes grades 6 through 12, school does not start until 9 a.m., because the principal, Alyce Barr, believes adolescents are by nature not morning people.

Middle schools, sometimes called intermediate schools, were created starting in the 1960s, after educators determined that seventh-through-ninth-grade junior high schools were excessively rigid and unattuned to adolescents’ personal development. But now, a battery of standardized tests, some required under the No Child Left Behind law, are starkly illustrating that many of these sixth-through-eighth-grade schools are failing, also.

The most recent results of math and reading tests given to students in all 50 states showed that between 1999 and 2004, elementary school students made solid gains in reading and math, while middle school students made smaller gains in math and stagnated in reading.

In New York State, grade-by-grade testing conducted for the first time last year showed that in rich and poor districts alike, reading scores plunge from the fifth to sixth grade, when most students move to middle school, and continue to decline through eighth grade. The pattern is increasingly seen as a critical impediment to tackling early high school dropout rates as well as the achievement gap separating black and white students.

“If you don’t get them hooked into school here, by the time they leave they’re gone.” said Barry M. Fein, the principal of Seth Low.

The troubles transcend test scores. While 74 percent of elementary schools reported at least one violent incident in the 2003-4 school year, 94 percent of middle schools did, federal statistics show.

Mr. Fein spent a recent evening counseling a student who had used a blunt kitchen knife to slash her face and arms: Her wavering self-esteem, it seemed, had ebbed to a low after two friends went out to lunch at McDonald’s without her.

“You handle stuff like that and you go, ‘O.K., now you want me to raise test scores?’ ” he said. “They don’t really think past tomorrow.”

In New York City, almost every kind of experiment is under way. At Intermediate School 211 in Canarsie, students of all grades are grouped into academies with themes like business and cultural arts based on their interests rather than their age. The principal, Buffie Simmons-Peart, confiscates explicit romance novels with airbrushed covers, saying they have a “dumbifying” influence.

I.S. 339, near Claremont Park in the Bronx, is working with Turnaround for Children, a nonprofit group, to focus on the most deeply troubled students, who can have an almost magnetic power over their peers. Nearly every seventh grader has a laptop computer — an excellent antidote, the principal, Jason Levy, has found, to adolescents’ fidgeting and demand for attention.

The city has also been experimenting with grade reconfiguration on a grand scale. Since 2004, the Bloomberg administration has converted 42 elementary schools into K-8 schools and closed 14 traditional middle schools, with plans to close eight more by 2008.

The city has also recently created 38 schools for grades 6-12, another twist on the middle school model. And 44 large middle schools have been carved into “small learning communities,” in which groups of students take their classes together, functioning almost as a school within a school.

Andres Alonso, the deputy chancellor for teaching and learning, said the department was also revisiting the way sixth through eighth graders are taught science and noted that it had added $40 million yearly for struggling middle school students. “The work in the middle schools is extraordinarily important,” Dr. Alonso said.

At Seth Low — also known as I.S. 96 — in the Bensonhurst neighborhood, Mr. Fein is skeptical of the rush for quick answers.

“Nobody’s ever come down and said, ‘This works,’ ” he said, speaking amid an office cluttered with John Lennon memorabilia, congratulatory plaques and student work like a glittery card reading “Mr. Fine, He So Fine.”

Mr. Fein worries about test scores because he has to; although some of his students take a special test to get in, his school is listed as failing under No Child Left Behind because it has narrowly missed performance targets for special education students, Hispanics and non-native English speakers. But scores are not exactly his priority.

One recent day, Mr. Fein rode in the back of a police car to a building where a runaway student was hiding out. He climbed to the sixth floor, where he found her, dried her tears and, when she was ready, escorted her down.

Another day, he spent hours arguing with superiors who insisted that a suspended student serve her time at a school in Park Slope, which the principal feared was so far away that the girl would never show up.

Still, Mr. Fein, 58, a former teacher who could have retired three years ago, sticks with it. To cope, he has taken to spending a few predawn minutes meditating in his office, to the glow of candles and a lava lamp.

Students also have to find ways to cope. For sixth graders like Atticus Rollins, 12, a video game and science fiction aficionado, the adjustment to middle school has been a strange mix of empowering and emasculating.

He likes being able to “walk wherever you want in the hallways” without having to follow a teacher in a straight line. Still, he said: “It feels like you’re in kindergarten again, because you’re the youngest group of all. There are the tall eighth graders, they’re like skyscrapers, you have to look up to them.”

For Raechelle Ellison, 11, transition was marked by tears, nightly pleadings to her mother that she did not want to return and the composition of poetry with verses like, “Life in despair/I don’t really care.”

“Being in middle school is just like a bird being kicked out of its nest by its mother,” Raechelle mused in the cafeteria one recent morning.

At Raechelle’s old school, nearly everyone was black, like her; at Seth Low, which has a mix of black, white, Asian and Hispanic students, she was initially the only black person in her class.

Last year, the private preK-8 school she attended was “way smaller,” and she spent most of the day in one classroom, with a single teacher. This year she shuffles from room to room, and it has taken her 10 teachers longer to figure out that her name is neither Rachel nor Rochelle but a unique blend of the two.

Raechelle, with her earnest reflections and pigtails, seems a world away from the eighth graders who rush into the cafeteria two periods later.

Robert Combs, 14, whose mind has already turned to high school and the eighth grade prom, listened to 50 Cent on his iPod. Nazli Sevuk, 14, sported a glittering ring from her boyfriend. Kimberly Basic, 13, with long, dark hair and snug jeans, plotted with friends about what to wear and how to meet up for a night out at a nearby nightclub’s under-18 party; she can no longer be bothered with eighth grade boys.

Middle school teachers point to the gulf between the smooth-skinned sixth grade “babies” and these eighth-graders on the verge of adulthood, and note how they must guide these students through the profound transformations of adolescence.

“These kids go through more change in their lives than at any other time except the first three years,” said Sue Swaim, executive director of the National Middle School Association.

The Seth Low seventh graders have their own theories about why middle school scores plummet.

Nadine George, 12, said she is struggling in science class now because she never understood it in elementary school, despite getting good grades on tests. “Not that I knew how to do it, but whatever was in my notes I just copied it down,” she cheerily elaborated.

Jeorge Coronado, 13, said he was distracted now by fights and girls, who were starting to “look mad good.” Fabiola Noel, 12, disclosed that during a recent math class, her mind wandered to the look of her hair. In the note that was torn up in science class, Lillian Safa, 13, had asked a friend why a third girl was ignoring her. Two weeks later, Lillian reported, they are once again friends.
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Middle School Girls Gone Wild

By LAWRENCE DOWNES
It's hard to write this without sounding like a prig. But it's just as hard to erase the images that planted the idea for this essay, so here goes. The scene is a middle school auditorium, where girls in teams of three or four are bopping to pop songs at a student talent show. Not bopping, actually, but doing elaborately choreographed re-creations of music videos, in tiny skirts or tight shorts, with bare bellies, rouged cheeks and glittery eyes.

They writhe and strut, shake their bottoms, splay their legs, thrust their chests out and in and out again. Some straddle empty chairs, like lap dancers without laps. They don't smile much. Their faces are locked from grim exertion, from all that leaping up and lying down without poles to hold onto. "Don't stop don't stop," sings Janet Jackson, all whispery. "Jerk it like you're making it choke. ...Ohh. I'm so stimulated. Feel so X-rated." The girls spend a lot of time lying on the floor. They are in the sixth, seventh and eighth grades.

As each routine ends, parents and siblings cheer, whistle and applaud. I just sit there, not fully comprehending. It's my first suburban Long Island middle school talent show. I'm with my daughter, who is 10 and hadn't warned me. I'm not sure what I had expected, but it wasn't this. It was something different. Something younger. Something that didn't make the girls look so ... one-dimensional.

It would be easy to chalk it up to adolescent rebellion, an ancient and necessary phenomenon, except these girls were barely adolescents and they had nothing to rebel against. This was an official function at a public school, a milieu that in another time or universe might have seen children singing folk ballads, say, or reciting the Gettysburg Address.

It is news to no one, not even me, that eroticism in popular culture is a 24-hour, all-you-can-eat buffet, and that many children in their early teens are filling up. The latest debate centers on whether simulated intercourse is an appropriate dance style for the high school gym.

What surprised me, though, was how completely parents of even younger girls seem to have gotten in step with society's march toward eroticized adolescence - either willingly or through abject surrender. And if parents give up, what can a school do? A teacher at the middle school later told me she had stopped chaperoning dances because she was put off by the boy-girl pelvic thrusting and had no way to stop it - the children wouldn't listen to her and she had no authority to send anyone home. She guessed that if the school had tried to ban the sexy talent-show routines, parents would have been the first to complain, having shelled out for costumes and private dance lessons for their Little Miss Sunshines.

I'm sure that many parents see these routines as healthy fun, an exercise in self-esteem harmlessly heightened by glitter makeup and teeny skirts. Our girls are bratz, not slutz, they would argue, comfortable in the existence of a distinction.

But my parental brain rebels. Suburban parents dote on and hover over their children, micromanaging their appointments and shielding them in helmets, kneepads and thick layers of S.U.V. steel. But they allow the culture of boy-toy sexuality to bore unchecked into their little ones' ears and eyeballs, displacing their nimble and growing brains and impoverishing the sense of wider possibilities in life.

There is no reason adulthood should be a low plateau we all clamber onto around age 10. And it's a cramped vision of girlhood that enshrines sexual allure as the best or only form of power and esteem. It's as if there were now Three Ages of Woman: first Mary-Kate, then Britney, then Courtney. Boys don't seem to have such constricted horizons. They wouldn't stand for it - much less waggle their butts and roll around for applause on the floor of a school auditorium.
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Students warm to advisory classes

Allentown district's adult advisers build respect in the middle schools.

By Melanie A. Hughes Of The Morning Call

For 30 minutes a day, sixth-graders at Allentown's South Mountain Middle School get to see English teacher Abby Yacoub as a real person.

The lessons are put away and Yacoub is just one of the gang.

Students get a glimpse of her fun side. They find out things they didn't know about her, such as where she likes to shop, and she gets to learn things she didn't know about them. Yet there's more going on than frivolity and games.

Propelled by the need to improve attendance, cut down on tardiness and reach the hardest age group educators say there is to teach, the Allentown School District decided to take a different approach.

Every student in the district's four middle schools, including the 1,300 at South Mountain, have been assigned to an adult adviser, either a teacher or professional administrator, and spends time in a small group setting learning how to relate to one another through supervised interaction.

The program puts the children into teams of 12 to 15 students who are not their regular classmates, then pairs the group with an adult who is not their regular teacher.

The desired result is that they interact constructively with other children and establish a bond with another grown-up who they can go to, confide in, and be treated as special.

What's known as advisory class, which starts at 8:10 a.m., right after homeroom, is becoming the most popular part of the school day at South Mountain, according to teachers, administrators and students.

''What I've seen so far is that the students, they start to respect you more,'' said Yacoub, who spends her advisory period interacting in the classroom and outdoors with her 12 young proteges by listening to ''the music they like,'' playing volleyball, bowling, and a version of ''Wheel of Fortune'' or ''Who Wants to Be a Millionaire.''

''When it's time to get back to work, they get on point faster. They appreciate us more. They think I'm really cool now. It's working,'' Yacoub said.

The need for middle-level education became a priority in the 1960s after educators determined that junior high schools were nothing more than mini-high schools, and not attuned to the needs of adolescents, said Kutztown University professor Theresa Stahler, who teaches middle-school education and helped Allentown develop its program.

But with today's enrollment topping 1,000 in many American middle schools, including Allentown's, and with the demand for academic excellence under the No Child Left Behind Act, educators are still finding that schools for Grades 6-8 need to fine-tune their curriculum to meet their students' needs.

''We have to combine the social needs with the academic needs of the adolescent,'' Stahler said, pointing out that the need for advisory programs grew as a result of increasing class sizes. Teachers, she said, were unable to really get to know 30-35 students.

''This [middle school] is a turning point in a young person's life when they are trying to build relationships,'' Stahler said. ''They can be more successful academically if they have a solid support base.

''If I'm a parent, I shouldn't have to call five different teachers to know how my child is doing. One teacher in the school should know how my child is doing in math and phys ed. Schools should coordinate that. It's our job.''

The mission is to target children of this age group, with their raging hormones and fragile self-esteem, and provide them a sense of belonging and stability, said South Mountain Principal Ralph Lovelidge, who agreed that the relationship-building between students and adult advisers is paying dividends in student attendance and behavior. No statistics are available yet, but school officials are noticing the changes in individual students.

Lovelidge and Assistant Principal Karen Gabryluk also serve as advisers.

''They were intimidated at first,'' Lovelidge said about his students having the principal as an adviser. ''Now when I walk down the hall, you can hear them say 'hey, he's my adviser.'''

The school district's drive toward middle school reform began in 2004 when administrators Rita Perez, director of employee recruitment and development, and Raymond O'Connell, executive director of secondary education, put together educators from South Mountain, Harrison-Morton, Trexler and Francis Raub schools to study what would work best.

After more than a year of fine-tuning, the advisory program was put in place in early December. O'Connell said he believes the only other schools in the area with similar mentoring programs are in Berks County.

''I would recommend South Mountain to a lot of other kids,'' said 11-year-old Tatyana Ferrari, an articulate and bubbly student in Yacoub's advisory class who is in her first year at South Mountain.

''It's fun, and I feel ready to start my day after advisory,'' she said. ''My mom thinks it's great, too, because she wants my brain to be awake in school. ''When I first started, I wasn't getting good grades. Now, I started to change and now I get way better grades. My old school was boring and very strict. Here, they make it fun. It wakes me up and ready for the day.''

In Rita Darrash-Connors' advisory class, students were working on a joint project for a soldier who was seriously wounded in Iraq. They came up with the idea for a giant poster that said ''South Mountain won't forget you,'' said Darrash-Connors, a sixth-grade learning support teacher who expressed pride in the commitment each child showed for the project.

''Now I have different children coming up to me. I'm not just saying hello to the children I have. It's breaking down barriers. I'm seeing students who didn't have communication and maturation skills blossoming,'' she said.

Hugh Lesster was on the district-level committee to help implement the advisory program. He runs South Mountain's in-house suspension office and hopes advisory classes will cut down the number of students he sees.

''This [advisory sessions] will model what is appropriate behavior between students,'' he said.

On Wednesday, 12-year-old Deon Lister showed his delight in the district's new mentoring program. He was one of the first students to arrive to class, getting there early, and later bowled with Yacoub and the other students in the teacher's advisory class.

''She's the best teacher ever. Ever,'' he said, as Yacoub nodded and whispered, ''Thanks.''
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On Education:

Hard Times for Innovative School

By JOSEPH BERGER

A school is a fragile thing. That’s particularly so if it is small, homegrown and designed by an educator with an idiosyncratic vision.

Crossroads Middle School was started 16 years ago by Ann Wiener, who squeezed 200 students into the fifth-floor attic of an old Renaissance castle of an elementary school on West 109th Street. The school was an effort to fashion an unorthodox public alternative to the Upper West Side’s chaotic junior high schools, and it tried unconventional approaches like mixing sixth, seventh and eighth graders in the same classes and having children defend report cards at parent-teacher conferences. Textbooks were given less emphasis than syllabuses devised by teachers, and in-depth projects were favored over surveys, and the building of a sarcophagus rather than an overview of Egyptian history.

Reading and math scores were below the citywide average, but many of the school’s students were from poor homes and a larger than average number had learning disabilities. The school also did not spend weeks on test preparation as so many schools now do. Still, graduates went on to strong high schools like Beacon, Mott Hall and the Museum School.

Dionne Gadsden, a parent of a Crossroads eighth grader, said Ms. Wiener made students who might have been rejected by more highly ranked schools “feel good about themselves and be successful — they were not throwaway kids.”

While so-called progressive schools are not to everyone’s taste, Crossroads worked for its particular mix of children. Then, in August 2005, Ms. Wiener retired. And ever since, the school has been in what many parents and former teachers consider a meltdown.

Eleven of the 12 teachers have quit, some from retirements and career switches, others out of dissatisfaction with changes in the school. Crossroads is on its third principal, the quirky programs that defined the school have been lopped off, and at least half a dozen parents pulled their children out before graduation.

“There’s nothing left of the history of what Crossroads was,” said Ellen Rafel, a guidance counselor until September.

Jonathan Torres left in October in the middle of seventh grade, because, he said, “many kids were throwing spitballs and chairs.” He continued: “I learned nothing there. All the kids were talking, and they got away with it.” His mother, Luz Laureano, said that the school no longer told her when her son failed to do homework and that it was not stopping other students from teasing him. “The sense of family” she had always felt when she visited the school was lost, she said.

What has happened at Crossroads offers a cautionary tale about unconventional schools, and how their success often depends on new leaders sharing the founders’ philosophy and the support of higher-ups. If those buttresses are not there, the delicate framework can crumble.

Seymour Fliegel, president of the Center for Educational Innovation-Public Education Association, who has started scores of small schools, said progressive schools work only when everybody is “marching to the same drummer.” That is why Garth Harries, chief executive of the city Department of Education’s Office of New Schools, who coordinates the 184 schools opened as the Bloomberg’s administration’s signature reform, advises existing schools to make sure they cultivate future leaders in accord with their founders’ ideas. Small schools, he said, “are smaller places where the ripple effect of a mistake can more quickly damage the environment.”

The current principal of Crossroads, Rodney Murphy, did not let this writer visit the school. According to David Cantor, a spokesman for the Education Department, Mr. Murphy said he was “trying to get stability” back.

Ms. Wiener, now 73, is a fiercely dedicated educator who daily climbed five flights of stairs to work 12-hour days. She assembled a team of like-minded teachers who also put in extra hours. She admitted students on interviews and portfolios of work, not on the basis of test scores, and assigned each child an adviser who was required to meet with groups of students twice a week.

“There was a magic about Ann — she got us to buy into things,” said Patricia Sebastian, a Crossroads humanities teacher who left in September because, she said, the school’s identity was being whittled away.

AT least one teacher said Ms. Wiener ran too loose a ship, with students escaping penalties if they talked disrespectfully or roamed halls. “They were well intentioned, but to me there was limited structure,” said Akisa Omulepu, who trained teachers as a math coach. Still, it was a telling measure that in a neighborhood where many middle-class white parents send children to private schools, Crossroads, where most students are black and Hispanic, annually drew some white students as well.

Ms. Wiener, who now coaches principals as an education department consultant, said in an interview that she retired because “it’s hard running a school, and I felt I didn’t have the energy.” But, she added, referring to officials in Region 10, which embraces the West Side, Harlem and Washington Heights, “It’s clear that those who were in charge decided they wanted the school to go in a different direction.”

It’s “fair to say,” she added, that a renewed emphasis on testing as a result of the federal No Child Left Behind law also created pressure to change the character of the school.

Former teachers at the school said a Region 10 instructional superintendent, Roser Salavert, disapproved of ending classes at midday Friday for three-hour staff meetings, and did not like students spending class time on adviser meetings. “They didn’t quite get us,” Ms. Rafel said.

Ms. Salavert said she was following chancellor’s regulations.

Some parents and staff members contend that after Ms. Wiener, the first new principal, Joseph F. Rand, nibbled away at some of her approaches by substituting the Region 10 curriculum for Crossroads teacher-designed curricula. Mr. Rand said he was following the region’s demands.

When students took the English-language arts test a year ago, only 27.6 percent reached proficiency level, a drop from 31.9 percent in 2005, Ms. Wiener’s last year. Mr. Rand pointed out that scores in math increased to 46 percent proficient, from 35.8 percent.

But to parents and teachers, in a school like Crossroads, tests, with their four-level proficiency scale, never captured its quality or the affection parents and children had for it. “You can’t ask me to take the 1s and 2s that nobody wants to teach and then penalize me when everybody is not at Level 4,” Ms. Sebastian said.

The talents needed to lead an offbeat school are not as transferable as those required to lead a conventional one; Mr. Rand’s superiors could have done far more to make sure he grasped Crossroads’ philosophy. Ms. Salavert said she did that, but Mr. Rand himself said the transition was not well handled.

“Without an understanding of the school, things fall apart,” he said. “I had no idea what Crossroads stood for. I had never gone to Crossroads prior to Aug. 31 and had little time to talk to the outgoing principal.”

Then Mr. Rand left, too, to become director of seven Bronx schools for suspended students. The region appointed Mr. Murphy, who had spent the previous year leading a small West Side school that closed. Crossroads still had two Wiener-era teachers left, but, teachers said, Mr. Murphy reprimanded one, Naima Beckles, for not posting his monthly proverbs and for other such lapses, and she left. Jamilah Clark, a mother of an eighth grader, said classrooms were now more crowded and unruly.

“Kids are scared, angry and confused,” she said. “I’m an adult, and I’m confused about what’s going on in the building.”

####
