By JULIALAWLOR

ITHOUT North Star Academy Char
w Baker might not have been the first i s 1amuy w gu
to college. Taquoya Battle would not have had the self-
confidence to address her history class without once looking at
her notes. And the senior class valedictorian, Herbert Ruth, a
troublemaker when he arrived, may never have become the po-
lite, well-behaved young man he is today.

From the day in 1997 when the first class of sixth graders
walked through the door at North Star here, they were told their
goal was to get into college. The vast majority were from poor,
single-parent families, and many were already two or three
grade levels behind in reading and math. If they made it to col-
lege, most of them would be the first in their families to do so.

This week, 19 of those original 36 students in North Star’s
first senior class will graduate from one of New Jersey’s pio-
neer charter schools in a ceremony at Rutgers University’s
Newark campus. Even more remarkable, however, is the fact
that every one of those 19 graduates has been accepted to col-
lege — while about 60 percent of their counterparts in Newark’s
public school district are headed for higher education.
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the SAT reasoning - tests are also
much higher at North Star than in
Newark’s public schools, though still
below the state average.

Charter schools, conceived as an
alternative to traditional public
schools, first appeared in Minnesota
in 1992. Most are situated in the inner
cities, and the most successful typi-
cally adopt a series of practices that
have been shown to improve the test
scores of low-income and minority
children: small classes, longer
school days and an extended school
year, strict discipline, high expecta-
tions, frequent assessments and a
strong sense of community.

Although charter schools are part
of the public school system, they are
run independently, without the in-
volvement of district school boards.
But that is not to be mistaken as a
laissez-faire approach; the schools
are heavily monitored and regulated
by the state, and can be closed for
substandard performance. In most
cases, their teachers are not union-
ized. Students are drawn from the
population served by the district.
They do not charge tuition, and are
typically financed at a level that is 10
percent to 20 percent lower than
what public schools in the same dis-
trict receive. For instance, last year,
the Newark school district spent
$14,920 on each pupil, as against
$8,877 at North Star.

At first, there was a fear that char-
ter schools would siphon off the best
students from public schools. The
theory was that parents most in-
volved in their children’s education
would apply, and those children
would be better prepared than oth-
ers, whose families did not put a high
value on education. But more than a

decade later, with 2,996 charter.

schools operating in 38 states, ex-
perts say that has not been the case.

"We find that parents are applying
to charter schools because it’s an op-
portunity to get away from a system
they felt didn’t work for their kids,”
said Jennifer Langer, executive di-
rector of the New Jersey Charter
Public Schools Association.

As Ms. Langer explained, there
are 48 charter schools in New Jersey,
with 6 more scheduled to open soon.

“These are the kids who have needs,”.

she said. “Maybe they were classi-
fied as special ed kids, and the par-
ents either thought they shouldn’t
have been, or should have been but
weren’t.”

As aresult, Ms. Langer said, many

charter schools are struggling to im-
prove students’ test scores.

Still, parents appear to be happy
with their choice. National studies
have found that the retention rate for
charter schools is more than 90 per-
cent, according to Ms. Allen of the
Center for Education Reform.

“Kids aren’t dropping out, families
aren’t leaving or moving away,” Ms.
Allen said. “People tend to stay in
eommunities where the schools are
healthier.”

That is especially true of schools
like North Star Academy, Academy
Charter High School in South Bel-
mar, South Boston Harbor Academy
in Boston, the KIPP schools in Hous-
ton and the Bronx, and dozefis of oth-
er successful inner-city charter
schools.

In New Jersey, North Star was a
pioneer in the charter school move-
ment, opening its doors seven years
ago — in a former downtown bank
building — to a total of 72 students in
the fifth and sixth grades. (It has
grown to 272 students in grades 5
through 12, and now has a waiting list
of 1,300). It is one of just a handful of
charter schools in the state that in-
cludes a high school.

The school was the brainchild of
Norman Atkins, a former journalist
who had been running a charitable
foundation in New York, and James
Verrilli, a middle school teacher who
was principal of a low-tuition private
school in Newark.

“We were interested in how to take
the magic of the small, mission-driv-
en private schools we’d seen in New
York and make them work in the
public sector,” said Mr. Atkins

Although the original plan was to
go no further than middle school,

parents pushed for North Star to add
a high school.

Many of the first teachers hired —
from the Teach for America pro-
gram — wanted to continue working
with disadvantaged children. They
helped devise the school’s curricu-
lum, and were encouraged to be cre-
ative in the classroom.

Shana Pyatt, a science teacher
who started at North Star the year it
opened, said she was shocked when
her request to take students on a trip
to the Florida Everglades to re-
search the effects of eco-tourism was
immediately approved.

“l had wanted to do this when I
was teaching in Yonkers,” Ms. Pyatt
said, “but I couldn’t because of all the
red tape.”

Since the trip the Everglades, Ms.
Pyatt has also taken groups of stu-
dents to Mammoth Cave in Kentucky
and Acadia National Park in Maine.

The cornerstones of North Star are
its high standards and its carefully
cultivated sense of community. The
school day is longer than in district
schools — from 8:15 a.m. t0'3:30 p.m.
— and the school year lasts 11
months.

As for the parents, they must sign

Jessica Dunston prepares for an exam at North Star, described as “a jew-
el” by Jeanne Allen, president of the Center for Education Reform.



a covenant pledging to remain. in-
volved in the school, where “D” is not
considered a passing grade. Most
students begin arriving at 7:15 a.m.,
with many staying as late as 5:30
p.m. for extracurricular activities.
An adult greets the students at the
door every day to shake their hands.
In turn, students are taught to intro-
duce themselves to visitors, shake
hands and say, “Welcome to North
Star.”

In class, the students are remind-
ed to sit up straight, and to speak in
complete sentences.

Eighty-five percent of North Star
students are African-American and
15 percent are Hispanic. Ninety per-
cent are eligible for free or reduced-
price lunch — a higher percentage
than in Newark’s district schools —
but so as not to differentiate between
students, the school provides free
breakfast and lunch for all.

To reinforce the ultimate goal of
going to college, classrooms, instead
of being numbered, are named after
universities: Princeton, Columbia,
Boston College.

Because so many students came
‘from chaotic schools where there are
fights almost daily, North Star treats
even minor infractions seriously.
For instance, students cannot come
to school without wearing the school
uniform (a North Star polo shirt with
khaki pants and shoes (no sneakers
allowed). Cursing, repeated gum
chewing, repeated lateness, disre-
spect toward teachers or fellow stu-
dents, writing graffiti, or not com-
pleting assignments all result in de-
tention.

Moreover, hitting another student
or showing serious disrespect to-
ward a teacher leads to a suspension
from school. Upon their return, stu-
dents must apologize to the entire
school and ask for permission to re-
enter the community.

Mr. Verrilli says enforcing high
standards for behavior leads to safe
and orderly schools, which are cru-
cial for learning to occur.

“If we condone the small things,
then the big things will happen,” he
said.

Not that North Star is immune
from the same problems that plague
other inner-city schools; there are
students in foster care, parents and
other relatives who have abused
drugs or been in jail, single parents
who hold two jobs to make ends
meet, gang activity in many neigh-
borhoods.

“We’re an urban school; we’ve had
problems," Mr. Verrilli said. “But we
create an environment where trou-
bles don’t rule the day.”

A big part of that environment is
the community circle, a daily ritual
in middle school and a weekly one for
the high school students. Each morn-
ing, students and teachers gather in
the cafeteria and form a circle to the
beat of African drums.

One day recently, Mr. Verrilli,
whom the students call “Mr. V,” held
up two fingers to silence the crowd.
With that, he slid on a pair of sun-
glasses and told those standing in the

circle that he had witnessed a star so
bright that morning that “I needed
my sunglasses to see it.” Then, one
by one, he introduced the “stars” of
the senior class, who were going on
to college,

A call-and-response followed.

“Who are you?” asked Mr. Vertilli.

“A star! I shine brightly for oth-
ers!” was the reply.

“Where are you headed?”

“College!”

“Will you succeed?”

“Yes!”

“And when you succeed, what will
you do?”

“Give back to others!”

For the seniors, memories of life
before North Star are strikingly sim-
ilar: They were bored with school,
and there were few, if any, conse-
quences for fighting or being disre-
spectful to teachers. But once they
got to North Star, such behavior was

no longer acceptable.

Herbert Ruth, who will be going to
Syracuse University in the fall, used
to have temper tantrums and storm
out of class. “I lived in the office the
whole time in middle school,” Mr.
Ruth said. “It was like a second
classroom for me.”

Another shock was the amount of
work required, and the fact that their
grades dropped, at least initially.

“At my old school I was an A stu-
dent,” said Edaine Murray, the class
salutatorian who will be going to
Mount Holyoke. “Here it was harder
to keep up. I didn’t get A’s and B’s
until I got to high school.”

Ms. Murray is grateful for the op-
portunities she has had, including the
chance to be on the debating team
and taking an American government
course at Georgetown University
last summer.

“North Star shouldn’t-be called col-
lege prep,” she said, “It should be
called life prep. They teach you how
to behave. Like you shouldn’t be go-
ing to a job interview smacking on
some Doublemint.”

Shennell Barnes, who will be going
to Howard University in the fall, said
she was accepted at 8 of the 17 col-
leges to which she had applied. “I
would have gone to college no matter
what,” she said. “But I wouldn’t have

gotten into the school I wanted. North
Star is the extra backbone you need.”

Terrell Baker — whose friends
would call him “church boy” as he
walked down the street in his school
uniform — is not at all sure he would




