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Parent volunteer Maria Cristina Betancur “makes the rounds” in the halls and cafeteria at Central Falls High. She greets students daily as they enter school; she says she wants them to feel respected, welcome and proud of their school.
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CENTRAL FALLS –– It’s not easy being a litmus test for the nation.

The first struggling school in Rhode Island — and one of the first in the United States — to try to fix itself under new federal guidelines, Central Falls High School finished year one of transformation when its doors closed for the summer on Thursday.

Nationally, thousands of low-performing schools serving low-income and minority children have been similarly targeted for dramatic overhaul, but most of those schools are still in the planning stage. 

So how is the educational rescue effort going?

It depends on whom you ask.

To an outside adviser to the school leadership team, the process is about where he expected it to be after the first year of a three-year plan.

“Transformation takes time,” said Justin Cohen, president of the school turnaround group of the nonprofit Mass Insight. “You don’t change a school that has been identified as persistently low-achieving overnight. The important thing is to stay the course, even when things get tough.”

“Very few individual schools get the level of national and local media attention that Central Falls High School has,” Cohen said, “and that’s even harder when the school becomes a flashpoint for a national discussion about school reform.”

Teachers union leaders and some of the teachers at the 800-student high school say the year has been an unmitigated disaster.

Jane Sessums, president of the Central Falls Teachers’ Union, has called for the removal of School Supt. Frances Gallo. A 244-8 no-confidence vote in Gallo in early June by the 300-member union local underscored teacher frustration. 

State Sen. John J. Tassoni Jr., a Smithfield Democrat and union ally, has also called for Gallo’s removal and has asked lawmakers to launch an investigation into how Gallo is spending the district’s money. 

An active parent organization, however, supports Gallo and the school leaders. These parents, several of whom volunteer daily at the school, instead condemn the teachers who called in sick for weeks at a time, leaving their classes in the hands of substitutes. 

State Education Commissioner Deborah A. Gist says she is convinced a small group of disgruntled teachers worked actively to destabilize the school and discredit the transformation process through excessive absenteeism and by spreading negative media reports. 

U.S. Education Secretary Arne Duncan, the architect of the national school-improvement effort, is also keeping an eye on this tiny city’s high school.

“Districts and schools across the country are showing us … what is possible when adults put their differences aside to work together and do the right thing for kids,” Duncan said in a statement to The Journal last week. “I know that Central Falls has the potential to be one of those examples. 

“I encourage teachers, parents, administrators and community leaders at Central Falls to work together to give those students a shot at the world-class education they deserve.”

Here’s how the 2010-2011 school year looked from the inside:

The students

In their four years at Central Falls High School, seniors Wilton Garcia and Josmari Torres saw principals come and go. They witnessed candlelight vigils and a student walk-out. They maneuvered around CNN vans parked in front of the school and they absorbed disparaging media reports about a place they love.

And they heard the same loudspeaker announcement from the Central Office every week.

“We need coverage for periods one, two, three, four, five, six and seven,” said the voice, asking teachers to cover for their absent colleagues.

Along the way, Wilton and Josmari also sang in chorus, excelled in art, volunteered for Special Olympics and got an education.

They graduated June 10.

They have some advice for school leaders.

“They should talk to students a lot more,” Wilton said. 

“We need to be a part of this whole transformation,” said Josmari. 

Many students were confused when one of the school’s co-principals, Sonn Sam, abruptly left last winter, to care for his ailing mother who has since died.

“They didn’t really tell us what was going on,” Wilton said.

Wilton, Josmari, her younger brother Jose and other members of Young Voices, a statewide leadership group, surveyed the school’s 800 students.

About 60 percent of their peers responded to the survey, which asked students if they felt proud to attend the high school, if discipline policies were fair, and if school leaders were accessible to students.

The results were mixed.

Most students, said Jose Torres, 15, want the school leadership team to be more available to them.

Deputy Supt. Victor Capellan has agreed to meet with the students this summer to discuss their concerns. He says a growing student government organization and the work of Young Voices will have a stronger presence next year.

Josmari, the salutatorian of the Class of 2011, will attend Providence College this fall. Wilton plans to study computer programming at the Community College of Rhode Island.

Jose will be back at Central Falls High School. He feels hopeful about his sophomore year. “There were a lot of people involved at the school this year… all doing so much to make the school better,” Jose said. “It’s exciting to think what’s happening now.” 

The departing teacher 

For nearly four years, Josh Karten has taught business and history and coached wrestling at Central Falls High School.

Next fall, he won’t be back. He is one of about a dozen teachers who will not be returning.

Karten says he was never opposed to the transformation plan. But he thinks he paid a price for disagreeing with administrators about how to roll it out.

He served as a non-tenured building representative for the Central Falls Teachers’ Union, and voiced his objection to some of the new policies, particularly a less-punitive approach to discipline called “restoration.”

His non-tenured status made him particularly vulnerable to dismissal.

“I think I was targeted because of my union participation and because I spoke out,” said Karten, who was assigned last fall to oversee the school’s in-house suspension room. After the first month, he was reassigned to teach business. 

“I’m not a true believer. I’m not a pawn. I wanted to be part of the solution as opposed to, ‘Just do it and keep your mouth shut.’ I wanted to collaborate.”

The majority of students at the high school “are really good kids,” he says. “But there are about 40 kids you need to get under control. They need serious intervention. And I don’t think restoration is the way to go with these kids.”

Wednesday afternoon, Karten packed up all the books and maps in his classroom.

He is leaving with mixed emotions.

“I feel both relief and sadness,” he said. “There are a lot of kids I wanted to see graduate and I won’t. But it’s a relief because if these people stay in power, the turmoil is going to destroy the only consistency in some of our students’ lives.”

The parent

“We are here every day,” says Maria Cristina Betancur. “We know what goes on. This school is safe. Our children are not criminals. The majority of teachers, administrators, parents and students have worked hard together this year.”

Every morning this year, Betancur, the mother of a sophomore, stood at the doorway of Central Falls High School and greeted students as they arrived. She wants students to feel respected, welcomed and proud of their school.

She says she is inspired by the dedicated and hard-working teachers but feels disheartened by the unusually high number of teacher absences and the disruption they have caused.

At a June 9 community forum with Gist, Betancur handed the commissioner a letter signed by 270 parents that expressed their support for Gallo.

Betancur said that a recent spate of negative reports about the superintendent, rumors of discipline problems at the school and accusations of fiscal mismanagement were inaccurate and had hurt the community.

“Not everyone has been happy,” Betancur said. “But at the end of the year, I think many of us feel really good about the path we are on.”

The new teacher

David Upegui spent the year teaching nutrition, anatomy and physiology in the same classroom where he studied science two decades ago –– Room 132.

A Colombian immigrant and a 1993 graduate of Central Falls High School, Upegui was one of about a dozen new teachers at the high school this year.

And he was one of only a handful to receive the highest ranking on a new evaluation system: “distinguished.”

He will return this fall.

His best moment, he says, came in April when two of his students, Cristina Robalo and David Hernandez, won first place at the state Science Olympiad held at Rhode Island College.

The high school had never had a Science Olympiad team before, much less placed in the event.

“The whole auditorium erupted in applause,” Upegui said. “Everyone understood what had just happened. Two immigrant kids from Central Falls won, over students from Barrington and Cranston. … It was a chance to share with Central Falls students their own greatness.”

But Upegui also had his struggles this year.

Halfway through the year, a fellow science teacher stopped coming to school, leaving dozens of students adrift. Upegui and colleagues Kerri Withrow Valentine and Carl Africo filled in, taking over the ninth-grade physical science classes.

And while Upegui says he does not see eye to eye with his union leadership, Sessums, the union president, stuck up for him when he was written up by administrators for granting a student a bathroom pass during lunch, breaking a school rule. 

“That really hurt,” he said. “I never got an e-mail saying, ‘Good job for staying late every day,’ but I got a reprimand.”

Upegui says he hopes communication between teachers and administrators improves next year.

“I think that other teachers will buy into [the transformation] if they feel vested, but I think a lot of teachers feel left out,” Upegui said. “They need to rally the troops and give us a clear vision of what a great school feels like.”

The school leader

“Overall, it was a difficult year, but one we needed to go through to get to the work we want and need to do,” said Capellan, who, as deputy superintendent, oversees the transformation effort.

He says the year is ending on a strong note, after months of upheaval and moments of ugliness. The worst, he said, was turning on the television set and hearing teachers say they were afraid of their students and for their own safety.

“The children here are fragile, yet resilient,” he said. “The one institution that is behind them is their school. This is their support, the one place that should be squarely in their corner.”

In retrospect, Capellan says that he and his team should have provided more training to teachers as they made the transition to a new approach to discipline. He said they will improve the system next year.

This fall, at least a third of the 70 teachers will be new or will have worked at the school for only one year. Teacher turnover is part of transformation, he says.

“Some teachers were asked to leave and others chose not to come back,” Capellan said. “Whatever the reason, we want people who want to be here, who are committed to the work and who understand we cannot continue to do what we have been doing, because we can’t keep losing half of our kids every year.” 

About half of the students at the high school fail to finish in four years –– one of the worst graduation rates in the state.

“We have to change,” Capellan said. “If you don’t agree with that, you shouldn’t be here.”

The lightning rod

Gallo, simultaneously the most reviled and most celebrated school superintendent in the state, says the high school “is in a very, very good place.”

“It’s been a long year of ups and downs, but everyone has learned so much, and that knowledge is helping us all adjust to the challenges,” she said. 

The lack of trust between teachers and the administration caused some misunderstandings and hurt feelings this year and contributed to a sense that teachers could not speak their mind freely –– a situation Gallo hopes will improve next year.

“The principals have learned to get back to people. They have formed more committees to get teacher input. We are all doing a better job with e-mails, a newsletter and the transformation blog,” Gallo said.

The biggest frustration this year, Gallo says, has been the continued hurt connected to the February 2010 firings of the entire teaching staff at the high school.

A few months later, all the teachers’ jobs were saved and both sides vowed to work together to transform the school.

But that wasn’t enough to heal the wounds. 

“I expected so much more from the people I work with,” Gallo said. “There wasn’t anyone who wasn’t hurt last year, from the principal to the custodian. But everyone got over it. 

“Well, not everyone.”

The optimist

Guidance counselor William Volpe is wrapping up his 20th year at the high school.

On Thursday, the last day of school, he pored through a list of troubled students, kids who have been held back at least one year or are at the brink of dropping out because of family problems.

He’s already thinking about the coming school year, and helping these students enter an alternative program designed to help them stay in school and graduate. The program’s first year was a success, he says, with about 15 students graduating “who otherwise would not have.”

“When I look at what the three goals of the year were — improving math scores, improving the graduation rate and improving the school culture — I know we improved on the graduation rate,” Volpe said.

On June 10, 190 seniors graduated out of a senior class of 225, with another 15 slated to graduate in August. School officials say the remaining 20 students dropped out or are planning to come back for a fifth year.

Last year, 159 made it to graduation day, out of 188 seniors. 

Results of math progress are still being gathered. But Volpe said he is encouraged by some gains on the PSAT and by math-intervention classes for freshmen and sophomores with weak math skills.

“School culture,” he says, “that was the hardest one.”

Volpe, a building representative for the teachers union, has a good relationship with school and district administrators and takes a measured view of the tension between his union and those leaders.

“Some of my colleagues felt they were singled out because they spoke out,” Volpe said. “But at the same time, it’s a fine line between speaking out on a policy issue and criticizing. I feel both sides need to find a middle ground.”

The most difficult part of the school year, he says, was seeing some of his colleagues struggle through the new evaluation process. About 10 teachers were terminated because of poor performance reviews.

But Volpe is already looking forward to next year.

“I just want everyone to focus on the kids,” he said. “That’s what I want everyone to do.”
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