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  KEYWORD-HIT 
       Nearly seven years after it seized control of the Paterson schools, 
  the state has little to show for the $1.2 billion it has spent in New 
  Jersey's third-largest school district. 
       Half of the high school freshmen don't make it to the senior year, 
  most classrooms remain antiquated, and just one in three eighth-graders 
  is proficient in all of the three R's. 
       "It was embarrassing to see our latest scores," said Alexander 
  Osorio, who has two children in the Paterson schools. "It's embarrassing 
  to our community and a big disappointment." 
      In a high-profile bid to reverse a generation of decline, the state 
  wrested the schools from local control in August 1991, installing a 
  nationally known educator empowered to set a new agenda. Amid a 
  protracted statewide debate over the disparity in funding between rich 
  and poor districts, millions of additional dollars were funneled to the 
  Paterson schools. 
       Despite that effort, the state takeover has fallen far short of 
  even the modest goal of ensuring that students acquire basic academic 
  skills. 
       Paterson offers a window into the difficulty of urban education 
  reform and school takeovers, which exist in various forms in 22 states.  
  At a time when the state Supreme Court has ordered sweeping changes for 
  poor schools _ including mandated preschool and $1.8 billion for 
  facilities _ it is also a cautionary tale about expectations concerning 
  one of the most vexing issues in public education today. 
       "If people had a simple answer to changing urban schools, it would 
  have been found already. Throughout the country we have problems in 
  urban cities. It's not an easy issue," said John Jennings, director of 
  the Center on National Education Policy in Washington. "Urban education 
  problems are the millstone around the neck of public education." 
       The second of three districts taken over by New Jersey under the 
  first takeover law in the nation, Paterson is, by the state's own 
  admission, the least effective of its efforts. 
       Ousting top administrators, replacing the local board, and putting 
  reforms in motion, the state set out to do what it believed local 
  officials were too inept or unwilling to accomplish: Raise student 
  performance, build schools, improve business practices, and wipe out 
  corruption. 



       The district has met state requirements relating to business 
  practices and management. But significant improvement in key areas 
  remains elusive: 
       BUL  Student achievement continues to lag, and in a couple of 
  elementary grades, test scores are lower than before the takeover. 
  Scores peak on fourth-grade tests and then decline. The most substantive 
  improvement in test scores has been in math, with the biggest boost 
  among eighth-graders. Still, only 32.6 percent of eighth-graders passed 
  all sections of the Early Warning Test last year _ less than in Jersey 
  City and Newark, the other systems under state control. 
       BUL  A centerpiece of reform efforts _ a back-to-basics program 
  called Paradigm _ sacrificed subjects such as science and art to double 
  up on basic instruction in reading, writing, and math. But students in 
  the 11 schools in which the program was introduced wound up further 
  behind, even in the basics. Standardized test scores for Paradigm pupils 
  even declined in some cases and were consistently lower than scores of 
  their classmates. Other programs that showed better results were not 
  duplicated. 
       BUL  Annual high school dropout rates have risen from 12.5 
  percent to 17.2 percent since the takeover. The problem is more stark 
  when individual classes are tracked over four years: A little more than 
  half of the freshmen at Paterson's two comprehensive high schools _ 
  Eastside and John F. Kennedy _ were gone by the senior year in 1997. 
  Taking into account a third, 259-student performing arts high school, 
  where most students graduate, the district's researcher said the 
  four-year high school dropout rate was 51.1 percent in 1997 _ up from 41 
  percent the previous year. Several district administrators dispute those 
  numbers, saying students leave and come back, enter programs outside the 
  district or parochial school, or return to schools in their native 
  countries. 
       BUL  About 42 percent of the graduates at the two large high 
  schools last year used an alternative route to a diploma because they 
  did not pass all sections of the state-mandated High School Proficiency 
  Test. They took the SRA or Scholastic Review Assessment, which allows 
  students to show they know the subject matter through alternative 
  testing over time. 
       BUL  The district spent more than $750,000 on studies and more 
  than $200,000 on various plans for schools that were never built. Two 
  attempts at opening new schools have been mismanaged, one prompting 
  legal action and up to $4 million in unexpected costs. As a result, 
  nearly 400 elementary school students are still bused to a leased school 
  in Ridgefield Park, at a cost of more than $700,000 a year. 
        The state's takeover model envisions an autocratic leader, and the 
  man first installed as superintendent, Laval S. Wilson, fit the bill 
  perfectly. As a result, many people, including teachers and members of 
  the community, didn't buy in. 



       "Wilson and the state are to blame for the problems with 
  takeover," said school trustee Malikah Abdullah. "Wilson was given 
  complete autonomy over programs, and he could do what he felt was 
  necessary." 
       Now, in what many consider a takeover of a failed takeover, former 
  Hoboken superintendent Edwin Duroy has assumed the helm. Appointed in 
  August, observers say Duroy is as outgoing as his predecessor was aloof, 
  and is viewed as politically savvy. Backed by millions of new dollars in 
  state aid, he has new plans and raised some expectations. 
       Duroy's plans include schools organized around themes such as 
  technology and the environment, new high schools, and 100 new classrooms 
  by the year 2000. 
       To succeed, though, he will have to face down the problems that 
  beset his predecessor. 
 
  Takeover had local support  
 
       After a hard-fought battle with the state Legislature and unions, 
  New Jersey forged new territory when it enacted the takeover law. Jersey 
  City's schools, a hotbed of corruption and patronage, were the first 
  target. 
       Unlike Jersey City, Paterson chose not to fight the state in court 
  when the takeover was announced. Locally, many supported the move _ 
  including a number of politicians and the teachers' union _ believing it 
  would take the politics out of education and bring about needed 
  improvements. The district had not been certified by the state for 15 
  years. 
       Seven years later, it still is not certified.  
       Some point to the seemingly intractable problems of the inner city, 
  where the threat of drugs and violence looms large and students switch 
  schools often because of family upheaval. The city is poor, and most of 
  its children are eligible for free lunches and many come from 
  single-parent households. 
       Nearly 80 cents of every dollar spent on the schools comes from the 
  state, which more than doubled aid to the district over the last eight 
  years. 
       Some say not enough has been spent during the takeover. However, 
  per-pupil spending of $9,789 in Paterson now exceeds the state average 
  of $9,089, according to the most recent statistics. 
       The state says Paterson has met 78 percent of the standards for 
  certification and a return to local control. Business practices have 
  improved, curriculums have been revamped, and staff training has 
  increased. 
       State officials say money is now used more wisely in Paterson. But 
  there have been some costly blunders, such as the stalled building 
  projects. The district also miscalculated the days of the school year in 



  1997 and rang up a $234,000 bill to keep teachers at work. 
      "There's been some minimal signs of [academic] progress, minimal. 
  It's not regression anymore," said state Education Commissioner Leo 
  Klagholz. 
       But ample amounts of the most basic supplies, such as paper, still 
  do not reach all classrooms. 
       "The 78 percent they did accomplish are things that easily could 
  have been accomplished without a state takeover," said Paterson Mayor 
  Martin G. Barnes. "The serious problems haven't been touched." 
       Student learning, however, is the bottom line, and the prerequisite 
  for a return to local control. 
       "Our exit plan is to get the districts to meet these 
  student-oriented standards, dropout rates, attendance rates," said 
  Klagholz. "But the one-and-only at the bottom line is academic 
  performance," said Klagholz. 
       Nationally, experts say, there is minimal hard research on the 
  success of district takeovers in improving student performance. 
 
  Remedial emphasis upsets the students  
 
       When Wilson, a former Boston superintendent, arrived, he removed 
  most of the staff from one school, shifted nearly a dozen principals, 
  beefed up administration, and introduced the back-to-basics Paradigm 
  curriculum. 
       Within a year, his vision was questioned. Paradigm was scaled back 
  in the face of community and state opposition. Test scores were 
  disappointing, and even the push for community involvement faltered. 
       "When the state first came in, it embraced the community and 
  parents,"  said Pat Harris, a parent leader. "But in reality, it wasn't 
  taken to heart and was only something on paper." 
       Students became upset by the remedial tilt of their education. 
      "I'm thinking how am I going to survive in college and pass all 
  these classes that I need to graduate. Do I have the knowledge I need?" 
  said Astor Bruce, an 18-year-old senior. 
       Staff, too, never bought into the takeover. In a questionnaire 
  distributed by The Record, the overwhelming majority of staff said the 
  takeover hurt academics and failed to give teachers a voice. 
       "The state has not addressed the real problems faced by the 
  Paterson schools," wrote a teacher who, like many, initially supported 
  state intervention. "Class sizes did not decrease, materials were not 
  readily accessible. Programs were added and abandoned halfway through." 
       More than 630 staff members responded to the query distributed at 
  city schools at the end of the last school year. More than 
  three-quarters said state intervention had a negative effect on the 
  district. 
       "No positive effect on student learning, test scores, behavior . . 



  . All this for $1.6 billion dollars," wrote a staff member, referring to 
  the total city and state contribution. "What a disaster." 
       Parents watched as needs _ new buildings and more _ were ignored. 
  Wilson started out with more money than his predecessors _ nearly $50 
  million more in state aid. The next year saw an additional $20 million 
  for general operations, new hires, and attempted reforms. Within two 
  years of Wilson's arrival, however, the state's contribution decreased, 
  and then, until recently, flattened out. 
       "The expectation, when the state came in, was that they would 
  identify the problems and would find the money to fix them," said 
  Richard Garibell, Kennedy High School's principal. "It really hurt the 
  morale of the staff and turned off parents who felt the state would help 
  them." 
       But even in its earliest incarnation, the takeover was not supposed 
  to be about money. Former Education Commissioner Saul Cooperman, who 
  developed the state's plan, said he never wanted takeovers to represent 
  a windfall to poorly performing, corrupt, or inept districts.  
       "We didn't want this . . . to be something where you get taken over 
  by the state and the state just rolls up the trucks with money," 
  Cooperman said. 
        But Wilson _ who believes New Jersey's takeover law is the best of 
  its kind in the nation _ says the state dropped the ball when it came to 
  funding. 
       "There is a need for new money when you go into a district, and 
  there is a need for construction money," said Wilson, now superintendent 
  in Newburgh, N.Y. "I've always argued takeover districts have a special 
  need; otherwise, they wouldn't be taken over." 
       In addition to education aid increases, as a takeover district the 
  state has given Paterson $57 million that was supposed to be used to 
  offset local costs of improving the schools. But none of the money was 
  spent on education. Instead, it went to tax relief, with critics saying 
  that it was used to persuade local politicians to buy into the takeover. 
       "Money that could go to schools has gone to the governments to keep 
  tax rates artificially deflated," conceded Klagholz, the state 
  commissioner. 
       In 1990-91, the last year of local control, the Paterson schools 
  had a $158.9 million budget, about 65 percent of it, or $103.5 million, 
  from state aid. Today, the district's $280.3 million budget is supported 
  by $219.4 million in state aid _ 78 percent of the budget. Meanwhile, 
  the portion supported by local property taxes has shrunk, from $45.4 
  million to $36 million.  
       City Councilman Thomas Rooney says it is wrong to pin the 
  district's ongoing failure entirely on finances. The system, he said, 
  "has more money now than they ever dreamed and still they are producing 
  failure." 
       "I don't think they [the state] know what they are doing," said 



  Rooney, who initially supported the takeover. "They can't identify the 
  cause of the problems. Therefore, they cannot correct the problems." 
       Jennings, from the Center for National Education Policy, said 
  improving urban schools hinges on a number of factors. 
       "Money is part of the problem. However, only money is not the 
  answer," said Jennings. ". . . It's partially spending money wisely on 
  getting good teachers, putting in after-school programs, and higher 
  expectations for kids. . . . It's not just opening the coffers and 
  shoveling money in." 
 
 
  Management issues vs. educational ones  
 
       Klagholz, who has been commissioner since 1994, said things could 
  have been "very different" in Paterson.  
       He noted Jersey City's pursuit of capital improvements. The 
  district worked with city government to bond $156 million for building 
  upgrades. Newark bonded $20 million since it was taken over in 1995 and 
  its superintendent removed hundreds of staff positions to fund full-day 
  kindergarten. Paterson has bonded nothing. 
      "I think Jersey City's had more aggressive leadership," Klagholz 
  said flatly. Jersey City scores generally rank higher than in Paterson. 
  On the eighth-grade Early Warning Test, for instance, Jersey City's 
  passing rate is nearly double that of Paterson's. 
       But, ultimately, it was the state that installed Paterson's 
  leadership, from the superintendent to the board members, and it is 
  responsible for oversight. 
       Monitoring was focused on management issues and not on educational 
  ones. An outside team didn't do an educational evaluation in Paterson 
  until 1995, and only then was a planning process set in motion to hold 
  takeover districts more accountable. 
       "Had there been a well-staffed unit that had been given the 
  responsibility of takeover districts to provide technical assistance, we 
  might have seen different results," said former state Education 
  Commissioner Mary Lee Fitzgerald, adding that there was not any 
  "consistent educational planning from the beginning." 
       In Paterson, education initiatives were fitful and, Klagholz 
  contends, lacked continuity. Grades in which standardized test results 
  counted _ 4, 8, and 11 _ got the attention, while others scraped by. 
       "The former administration never saw a program they didn't like," 
  said Peter Tirri, head of the Paterson teachers' union. "The result was 
  multiple programs, multiple layers of programs, and duplication of 
  effort by staff, which hindered proper planning and hurt instruction." 
      Even Klagholz acknowledged that the state also put "a positive spin 
  on [takeover]" and that the district's reports to the state board were a 
  "dog-and-pony show." 



 
  State has learned from the takeovers  
 
       Klagholz said the state oversight of local schools has been a 
  "learning experience," and Newark represents a "second generation" that 
  will benefit from the lessons learned in Paterson and Jersey City. 
       Despite a two-day strike by teachers this spring, Duroy, the 
  superintendent, is generally thought to have support from the community 
  and backing from his bosses at the state level.  
       There are new program mandates from the state and the promise of 
  cash for building repairs.  
      Duroy wants to create a Medical Arts High School for 300 students 
  and open a third comprehensive high school for nearly 900 students. The 
  move would help reduce crowding at Eastside and Kennedy, each with more 
  than 2,000 students. 
       "I feel the facilities issue can be corrected and test scores can 
  be improved," he said. "In three years' time, the district will 
  significantly be improved from facilities to instruction to diversity of 
  programs." 
       Klagholz says he has confidence in Duroy. "Some of the things he's 
  proposed doing are bolder," Klagholz said. "I think there's a coherence 
  to it. It's part of a plan. It's not just this year's grocery list of 
  initiatives, and the next year there's another grocery list." 
       But many are bracing for more disappointment. Already there are 
  complaints about nepotism and politics as the district shifts from an 
  appointed to an elected school board. Klagholz says he hopes to return 
  the district to local control in two to three years. But the law 
  requires that academic and building standards be met first, and the city 
  is far from that goal. 
       "We've been through this before, this optimism business," said 
  Rooney, the city councilman. "I think the state will be here for a long 
  time." 
 
 
 


