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School Lays Strong Foundation

Communaty Prep i Providence. R.1.,
helps students who ‘tend to get lost’
build solid educational base for college

S R

By Laurel Shaper Walters

Stgib it of The Choshian Sevenges PAnnnor

T = PROVIDENCE, R\ 22—

VERY school day hedins
the same way here af the
Communiy Preparatory
School ina poor section al south
'rovidenee, R

“The whole
gether, and we say a pledge to
ourselves,”
Joomes Deignan,

When asked if he can repeat
the pledge, James doest’t hesi-
tate.  Looking  straight  ahead
through round-framed glasses, he
recites the pledge. which was
written by acelaimed
Chicago edhreator
Marva Collins: “This
dayv Tus been given 1o
and  clear |
can  either use it or
throw it awayv. [ promise
that I shall use this day
to the tullest, realizing

schoal gets 1o-

savs  lonrth-grader

me  Iresh

that it can never come
back again. [ realize

that. this is my life to nse
or throw away.”
Community Prep, as
the schaol is known lo-
cally, was founded in
1984 by former college
roanmaes aniel Cor-
ley, & teacher, and Rob-
ert Hahe, an econonist.
The school's  mis-
sion Qs o give its stu-
dents a strong eduea-
tionat  toundation  on-
abling them o go on
to college-prep  high
schools and eventually

to college.

“We're here to challenge the
level ol expectation [tor each
child].” savs Mr. Corley, whois the
principal, “Right. now it is only the
real eream ol the crop for whom
college is held out as a real possi-
bility. We want to say that average
students should have college
clearly in mind for themselves,
should learn how to think and
have the skills necessary to suc-
ceed in a rigorous college-prep
high school progriam.”

SIGN LANGUAGE LESSON: Teacher John Carty talks with a
heaving-impaired student at Community Prep School.

The school began with 25 stu-
dents in three rented classrooms.
Corley and two other teachers re-
coiverd a salary ol 11000 cach
that first vear.

Alter several vears ol renting
space al the local YMCA. the
school purchased its own build-
ing. Comumunity Prep moved into
its new home this vear. A staff of
12 educates 80 students in grades
1to 8.

Originally. all the  students
were from the neighborhoods ol
sonthwest  Providenee.
And everyone received
substantial financial
aid.

Today,  some  stu-
dents come from
wealthier scctions  of
the city. But only 12
percent of all students
pay the full tuition of
£4,500. More than 70
percent of students re-
ceive financial aid for
more than half of their
tuition.

No student has ever
been turned away be-
ciause linances.
Funding comes  from
corporate grants. indi-
vidual donations, and a
small state subsidy.

The school is de-
voted  to  diversity
among its small group
of students. This year's
student bady is 40 per-

of

cent black. 25 percent white, 15
percent Asian. and 20 pereent
Flispanic.

Through a  partiership with
the Rhode Island School Tor the
Deal. Community Prep also has
six deaf students. "We see hearing
impairment as just another aspect
of diversity.” savs Andrea Joseph,

director ol devetopment ot the
sehool,
Ina sixth-grade class, two

teachers stand at the ront of the
room. One is tadking, and the
other is translating the lesson and
discussion into sign language. It
makes for a lively atmosphere of
varied communication.

Eighth-grader Jovee Hopkins,
a hearing student, bhegan taking
sign language  when  she o liest
came to Community Prep fwo
years ago. "l wanted to communi-
cate with [the deaf students] so
much.” she says. “And 1 oalways
wanted  to tearn another  lan-
guage.” This year. Joyce is teach-
ing sign language to other stu-
dents at the school.

Classes are small at Commu-
nity Prep. and individual attention
is enhanced hy a steady {low of
volunteers.  Most  classrooms
throughout the school have more
than one adult working with the
students.

Rarbara Churches. & commu-
nity volunteer and retired teacher,
helps out in the seventh-grade
math class several days a weclk. "1
caune to the school and asked. Do
vou have a place for volun-
teers?” Ms. Churches recalls.
The staff at Community Prep wel-
comed her into the school.

Interns from various colleges
in the area come in to run regular



group activities. The college stu-
dents organize an after-school
program and take over classes
during Monday morning staff
meetings. “We want to make use
of all the resources that we can,”
Ms. Joseph says. )

The school year is divided into
five terms. At the beginning of
each term, students meet with
their teacher and parents to set
goals. Grades are based on how
well students do in meeting their
goals. “The kids end up taking a
lot of responsibility for their
work,” says Joseph, who has a
son at the school.

The entrance requirements at
Community Prep are still evolv-
ing. For the first few years, “we
had no admissions criteria; we ac-
cepted everybody,” Corley says.
He saw a need to help middie-
school students in the neighbor-
hood perform better academi-
cally, and he simply responded to
the need without a long-term plan
for the school.

“I'm more of a throw-yourself-
into-the-middle-of-a-situation
type person,” Corley says. “It's
not the best management style,
I've come to find out. But it's
pretty good for getling things
started.”

In the third year, Corley began
to rethink the school’s structure.
He committed himself to putting
more money into teacher’s sala-
ries. In addition, all incoming stu-
dents were required to have
scored at least in the 70th percen-
tile on the math or reading por-
tion ol their standardized tests.

“The thinking was that if they
scored in the 70th percentile in
math and were weak in reading
comprehension. they've shown
good native intelligence in one
area, and we can work from
there,” Corley says. "We've come
to tind that marked discrepancies
in test scores are also a sign of
learning disabilities.”

LEARNING MATH: Principal Daniel Corley with Alycia Muse and Chante Ross.

The new admissions require-
ment drew a disproportionate
number of students with special
needs into the school and created
a challenge for the small statf. For
this reason, Community Prep is
revising the admissions  guide-
lines. As of next year, incoming
students are required to have a
minimum average in the 60th per-
centile on standardized tests.

“We're still looking at the av-
erage or above-average student,”
Corley says. “We're not at all
taking the cream of the crop.”
The goal is to make sure "we can
meet the needs of those people
who come through our doors.”

“The public-school system has
programs for the gifted and peo-
ple who can work with the learn-
ing disabled,” Ms. Joseph says. “It
is those kids in the middle range
who are given no special attention
and tend to get lost ... that we
think we can really make a differ-
ence with.”

Corley has had to devote much
of his time in the last several
years to fund-raising for the
school. "We've worked hard at
getting resources together, help-
ing us to establish a home. We're
permanent now; we own a home
in the neighborhood,” he says.
Now he plans to give more atten-
tion to what goes on inside the
school. “I've been in more living
rooms of prospective donors than
in the living rooms of prospective
parents over the last three years.”
Corley says. “This year that is
changing.”

Community Prep has gradu-
ated almost 50 students, and all of
them have been accepted to col-
lege-prep high schools. Some at-
tend the pubiic magnet high
school; others are attending New
England boarding schools.

The first Community Prep
graduate 1s now a freshman at
Tufts University in Medford,
Mass. And he’s on the Dean's List,
school administrators report with
pride.

The 1992 graduates - today’s
cighth graders - have sent off
their batches of applications and
are waiting for word on accep-
tances. “It’s nail-biting time,” says
Joyce, who applied to nine high
schools.

But Damiso Husband, another
eighth grader, isn't worried.
When he went to visit high
schools a while ago, the students
were doing math that he had al-
ready mastered. “[ think I may be
ahead,” he says with confidence.



CONCERN FOR
NEIGHBORHOOD
YOUTH PROMPTED

PRINCIPAL TO

START SCHOOL

PROVIDENCE, R.1.

M "My children are the fourth
generation of my family to be
horn in southwestern Provi-
dence,” says Daniel Corley,
who tounded the Community
Preparatory School in this poor
section of the cily wight vears
ago.

The rest of Mr Corley's fam-
ily moved oul of the area long
ago. But Coerley has no plans
o move north or east into
wealthier parts of the ity “It
would he giving up,” he says
simnply.

He did recently move within
the neighborhood, however:
Corley, his wife, and two chil-
dren now live next door to the
local soup kitchen rather than
o bar.

Community Prep grew out of
Corley’s concern for the young
students in the neighborhood.
He wasn't willing to give up on
them. “Kids would come hang
oul in my yard, and | would
help them with academics,” he
says.

He ond the neighbors hegan
discussing the lack of effective
middle-school education in the
aty. “People would actually
move out of Providence when
their child become middle-
school age,” Corley says.

He and his wife were just be-
ginning to start a family of
their own, and Corley decided
1 was fime to establish a
school in the neighborhood.
But Corley’s daughter Ruth
didn'’t start aftending Commu-
nity Prep until this yeor - 0s a
sixth-groder.

"We have a 1ule here that
students have to really want to
go to school here,” Corley
says. Up until this year, Ruth
chose to remain at the local
public school with her friends.
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School Reform, 83 Kids at a Time

By DaN CorLEY
And RoBert W. HAHN

As Republicans take control of Con-
gress and most of the governors' offices,
they must soon decide how to approach the
nation's crisis in education. They will find
a clue to what works—not only on paper
but in real life—in inner-city ‘‘alternative™
schools that outperform public schools.

One such alternative is Community
Preparatory School in Providence, R.I. To
date, 100% of its students have been ac-
cepted iInto college preparatory high
schools, and 86% of its college-age alumni
are pursuing degrees—more than twice
the urban public-school average. Yet the
cost per student is no more than that of
Rhode Island’s public schools.

Community Prep is not your average
school. It is an independent middle school
(grades four through eight) we founded 10
years ago for inner-city youths whose par-
ents felt their children’s needs were not
being met by public schools.

We started the school because we both
had experienced problems in educating
students in the public schools, particularly
because of the system's bureaucratic in-
flexibility and unwillingness to experi-
ment with new approaches. Fresh out of
college, we were idealistic enough to think
that we could create an educational alter-
native that would enable inner-city stu-
dents to enjoy learning and develop a pos-
itive attitude.

The school began with meetings with
local parents and community leaders. Far
from being apathetic, many parents of the
inner-city youngsters we hoped to educate
expressed a willingness to sacrifice time
and money to send their children to a
school that would challenge them person-
ally and academically.

Initially, only a handful of community
leaders were willing to lend their support.
Some did not want to support the school
until it was a demonstrated success. Oth-
ers expressed concern that the school
would shift the business community's at-
tention away from the public schools.

Despite these concerns, the school
gained enough support to open in 1984 with
25 students in three rented classrooms. In
1987, with an enroliment of 54, it moved
into part of the local YMCA. And when
these quarters became cramped, trustees
ralsed money to purchase and renovate a
former parochial school {n the heart of the
city’s poorest neighborhood.

Today, there are 83 students. Almost
half are African-American, 20% are white,
and the remainder are primarily Hispanic
and Southeast Aslan. The median family
income is $22,500.

How does a school successfully chal-
lenge and develop such an at-risk student
body? Community Prep does it by promot-
ing flexibility, instilling values and invelv-
ing parents.

Flexibility enables teachers to devise
their own innovative approaches. For ex-
ample, teachers found they could improve
both verbal and math skills by having stu-
dents write the solutions to math problems
in words.

Flexibility also allows teachers to take
advantage of unforeseen learning opportu-
nities. Six years ago, teachers saw a
chance to help acclimate deaf students to
the hearing world and to teach hearing
students about a different culture and lan-
guage. The result was a partnership with
the Rhode Island School for the Deaf. To-
day, many Community Prep students are
fluent in American Sign Language, as
friendship and teamwork have overcome
communication barriers.

However, as teacher Cathy Jacques
polints out, ““All the teaching in the world
isn’t worth a hill of beans without values.”
So the school not only teaches reading,
writing and arithmetic, it also emphasizes
a fourth “R": respect.

As students learn respect for different
cultures, religlons and ways of communi-
cating, they also learn the value of hard
work and self-respect. Students begin each
day by reciting the pledge written by in-
ner-city educator Marva Collins: *“This
day has been given to me fresh and clear.
I can either use it or throw it away. I
promise that I shall use this day to the
fullest, realizing that it can never come
back again. I realize that this is my life to
use or to throw away."

To teach the value of serving others,
studentsscollectively are required to con-
tribute about 2,500 hours of community
service each year. They have worked in
neijghborhood soup kitchens, helped the el-
derly write their autobiographies, read to
preschool children in day care, made beds
at a homeless shelter and cared for ani-
mals at the local z00.

This sense of community actually starts
at home, with parents taking on responsi-
bilities that are not expected in other
schools. Parents assist with school activi-
ties, fund raising and administration.
Every family shows its commitment by
paying at least part of the tuition cost, or
by working for tuition credits at the school.

Most important, parents are involved in
their children’s education. Parents and
teachers meet regularly. Families—the
parent and child—sit down quarterly with
the child's teacher to set goals, a process at
the heart of Community Prep education.
Theresultisacontract—agoal and aplan—
that has personal meaning to the child
andis fully supported at home and at school.

Defenders of public school education
have criticized this model on the grounds
that the school '‘cream-skims™ its stu-
dents. This critique is unfounded for two
reasons. First, it ignores the fact that pub-
lic schools often place their best students
in gifted programs—true cream-skim-
ming.

Second, while the school does screen
students, the range of achievement on
standardized tests for entering students at
Community Prep begins in the 40th per-
centile, hardly the cream. Nor are these
children from affluent families. More than
90% receive financial aid.

A decade after Community Prep
started, the American education system is
finally becoming more flexible. There are
a growing number of innovative public and
private options for educating at-risk youth,
and a growing number of public schools
that are being run by private firms and-
nonprofits—an idea that was unthinkable
only a few years ago.

The idea of increasing parental in-
volvement in education Is also gaining fa-
vor with the political establishment. Edu-
cation Secretary Richard Riley recently
released a study called “'Strong Families,
Strong Schools,” which agrees that we
nheed to rethink the roles that parents can
and should play in educating our children.

The message from this impending edu-
cation revolution is clear. Public educa-
tion can be changed for the better by cre-
ating alternatives that beat the status
quo. In other words, in education, as in
other areas, competition can work won-
ders. When GOP governors and legisla-
tors across the nation focus on the educa-
tion crisis, that is one of the first lessons
they need to master.

Mr. Corley is a co-founder and executive
director of Community Preparatory School.
My, Haluis a resident scholay af the Amer-
ican Enterprise Institute and a co-founder of
the school.
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| Mmority Students Find
Hope in Private Schoo]

AR

PROVIDENCE R.I. — At an upsiart
private school heére, there are no lush
Leen playing fields spnruna finely tai-

red teams. The number of personal
ﬁe puters would evoke envy in only
. poorest of public schools.

- “ Yet In the unlikely semng of a hand-
ful of rented rooms in a downtown
XY.M.CA. building, the Community
Preparatory School is turning heads
pecause instead of being another .bas-
hon of privilege it I8 a beacon of prom-

L By VICTORIA WHITE
s lpecumn-m-ymnme-
1se for bright elementary schoolchit- ;
dren [rom a wide variety ol back- ¢

grounds.

Daniet Corley, a Providence lendler.
and Robert W. Hahn, a member of the
President’s Couneil of Economic Ad-
visers, founded Community Prep five
years ago for academically gifted chil-
dren, who are admitted regardi®ss of
ability to pay. While a handful of the 64

full $3,300 annual tuition, three-quar-
ters are altending for less than half
that, and seme pay less than $500. More
than $200,600 of the $267,000 budget.this
school year comes from corporate
grants, individual donations and a
small subsidy.

‘They're Joining That Ladder’

“They've targeled 4th to 8th grade so
they can get scholarships at prep
schools and then move on,” said Liz
Cheng, a lelevision producer at WCVB-
TV in Boston who helps raise money
for the school. "They're joining that
ladder as opposed to being left behind.”

All nine siudents who have so far
graduated from Community Prep are
pursuing college-bound programs of
siudy. With substantial financial aid,
four are attending prep schools.

Classes are kept small, with aca-
demic programs tailored 1o the individ-
ual, and the classwork is demanding.
On standardized tests, students have
averaged a two-year growth in reading
skills and n three-year growth n
mathemalics skills for each year they
are at Community Prep.

The goal is a solid foundaton that
will put the child on the track toward a
good college. On a larger scale, Mr.
Corley hupes the school can become a
model for teaching inner-city students
aroumd the nation,

“There's a great need, a crying need
in independent schools in this country
at the secondary levelfor minority stu-
dents who are ready to step in and ac-
tively jmn in better education,” said
Mr. Corley, who for 13 years taught in
Rhode Island public, private and paro-
chial schouls. He teaches mathematics
at the sctnol as well as serving as its
excculive ditector

Nancy Fain, a trustee at Community
Prep, said, “He's chusen this age range
because 11°s these kids who have tradi-
tionilly tatlen through the cracks in the
public school sysicm in Rhode Island.’”

Desire to Learn Required

The Comununny Prep difference is
aticndatd at the beginning of each
schinl day - A choros of voices still
creaky  with childhood  recite  this
phedge, written by Marva Collins, an
cducitor who has helped inner-city
schoolehildren in Chicago: “This day
has been given to me fresh and clear. |
can either use it or throw it away. |
promise that 1 shall use this day to the

students at the school were charged.the -

Daniel Corley, the executive director of the Com-
munity Preparatory School in Providence, R.I,
teaching a math class at the school. The school,

fullest, realizmg that it can never come
2ain. [ reidize thae this is my life
reothiow away "'

not unly a wilhnpgness 1o work and l(-.urn
but also an active desire to do so al
Community Prep.

To be admitied, a studieat st take

an entrance exXionmiation and  show
above-averape intelligence mn at least
one academic area, Mr. Corley said.
“*And the studrnt has 1o say, *1 want to
g0 there,” ™ he sind. “H the studem
says, ‘I don’t wanl 1o go here, my par-
ents aile trying to make me,” then )

said, "You're set; you don't have to
come”
As at other schoals, studenls are

divided o de devels, bt here they
are given wide Luitade to wark at thei
own pace. A mith class, fur examplet
may be made up mosily of fifth
graders bt include severat (owrth and
sixth grindens who also happen to work
at the saane level Dazens of volunte
many of them education stadents .n
Brown University make il possible for
a cliass of 15 to be divided occasonally
intolwoar theee proups.

Diversity huchides Deal Pupils

The schoul year s divided mto hive
terms. At the beginnmg of cach this stu
dent meets with s parents ¢ :
ers 10 set goals wid writ
ptan fot aclueving thuse
plan can be very basie”

“The
Cuticy

Ability to pay
does not matter
at the Rhode
Island school.

said. "1 will have bicaktast before |
come into school. | will do my honie-
wurk when 1 get home, or after supper
but before the television is turned on.’
These are things that affect someone's
lcarning.”

Involving parents in their children’s
cducation is a high prwrity. “ItUs just
abvivus that if the parents and teach-
ers wank together, the student is going
todo better,” Mr. Corley sand.

With an array of pushpins pressed
into & map of Providence, he praphi
cally displays the coltural mix at Com-
mumty Prep. Many pins are clusicred
in the poarer areas of the cuty. ‘There
are 22 yellow pins for the 22 wlite sto-
dents, 24 blue pins aepresenting the
Black students, 10 1ed ps for the
Soatheast Astan students and B green
pins for the students of Hispani and
other ethnic backrounds. Buddhisis,
Roman  Catholics,  evangelical  and
traditional Protestants, Moslems and
Jews are at the school.

“n general, the samosphese here s,
the more differem vou are the more

which was founded five years ago, admits academi-
cally gifted children from a wide variety of hack-
grounds yegardless of their dluhlv to pay tuitiosn.

The New Yok |

wandevful  you  are” sand Debhie
Whecler, divector of volunleers al the
sthoul. Mis. Wheeler's son loey is one
of siv deaf stodents who have come
here fienn the Rhuxle Island Schood for
the Deaf which provides teachers as
l)u I intespreters at Community Prep

CHecause of therr attitude, the Kids
have thuved here,” Mrs, Wheeler said
of Conmmunity Prep. “My son is a
straapht A student. To be deaf and 1o
wanl i be not in the deaf school and in
anolthier school, that says so much
ibout that school Lcan't even tell you.™”

‘Whole Idea Is Very Amerlcan’

Evenually, Mr. Corley hopes 1o ex-
pand the school to 150 students without
sactibempts diversity

UA ot ol paoents want 1o edocate

therr children with the public sehoot
population,” Mi. Corley sard. “They
ke the mix. The whole idea is very

American

Hohere s wemmmon strand thiat nuns
throuply the b pround of ¢ (lllllllllllll)
Paep chiddren, its an antapped ¢
ness b leatn Aotha Abdullah her
son, Laulwed, o filth grades, nest
hadiengod an the public sehoot he ased
eattend, Tnn now he s writing ve-
search papers and cnjoys school,

Throuph his actions, Tauheed be.
stows on the sehool perhaps the highest
compliment a grade-schooley can give:
As his mother said, "He never pretends
o b sick s0 he van stay home, which is
diffeoent from before™”

vy




