Transcript, August 13, 2004
BRANCACCIO: Tonight on NOW, democracy's call for an informed citizenry. The founding fathers saw education as fundamental. Yet every year, hundreds of thousands of students are not making it. 

RILDA: At the beginning, they had to take me out of the class because I didn't understand anything. 

BRANCACCIO: Tonight, NOW takes you to an extraordinary school where educators are helping kids who don't fit in anywhere else to beat the odds. 

YAGHMAIAN: If a student comes down here a few times and doesn't have any money to eat, I usually want to know what's going on with them. 

BRANCACCIO: How is it that nearly all the seniors here will earn a diploma, and more than half will go on to college? And what lessons are there for other schools? 

ZHAOLIN: This is a place that you can really have the opportunity to perform yourself. Show your talent. And show what you can do. You just try your best. 

BRANCACCIO: Tonight, a special hour. Robert Krulwich takes us inside a school where truly, no child is left behind. 

ANNOUNCER: All that tonight on NOW with Bill Moyers and David Brancaccio, the weekly newsmagazine from PBS. 

ANNOUNCER: From our studios in New York, David Brancaccio. 

BRANCACCIO: Welcome to NOW. At a point when so many of us are focusing on elections, we want to begin tonight with what may seem a radical concept: that voting is only a small piece of the puzzle of democracy. 

The most crucial elements are engaged and informed citizens, up to the job of self-government. And that means education. Thomas Jefferson pushed free public schools from the earliest days of the republic to, quote, "enable every man to judge for himself what will secure or endanger his freedom." 

Jefferson's dream stopped at grammar school. But today, we know a high school diploma represents the barest minimum. Even that is out of the reach of many children: immigrants who know little English and older students who've had trouble in school or on the streets. 

Tonight, we go inside a school with a daunting proposition: to find a way for those students not to just succeed but to excel. 

For 4 months, we've been filming inside Manhattan Comprehensive Night and Day High School. You'll see what makes a young person decide to chart an upward course and what the school and families are doing to help them reach their goals. 

Correspondent Robert Krulwich and producers Robe Imbriano and Carla Denly have our report. 

KRULWICH: This is a story about beginnings, so let's start here. It's time for school, and Fantcha is trying to wake up her 20-year-old daughter, hiding there under the polar bear, Rilda. 

RILDA: My classes start at ten o'clock and usually I'm late, almost everyday. 

KRULWICH: Today is no exception. Rilda grew up in Cape Verde off the coast of West Africa. She dropped out of high school there. But now she's in America. "Now that you're here," says mom, "school comes first," a sentiment shared by Rilda's teacher, Ryan Reft who is, at this moment, waiting for Rilda to arrive. She is five minutes late and Mr. Reft… 

REFT: Good luck, kids. 

KRULWICH: …is giving a test. Yusuf is here, but then Yusuf is always on time. But Rilda? 

REFT: When are you going to buy a watch? 

KRULWICH: Ten minutes late. 

REFT: You know I get lonely when that second attendance bell rings and not all my students are here? 

I just like to see these kids do well. I'll say that. I know they need to be pushed. With Rilda, I've been really trying to get her to come on time. Just some basic stuff. It's really been a challenge. She's had a real problem with it. 

KRULWICH: Rilda came to this school just over a year ago. On the day she arrived she says she knew only how to say "Hi" and "I'm Rilda." 

KRULWICH: So what did you do? 

RILDA: At the beginning they had to take me out of class because I didn't understand anything. 

KRULWICH: And to make matters worse, Rilda works five days a week at two jobs, one of them at this cosmetics store. 

RILDA: It's not all about me. Because I'm working actually to help my family. 

KRULWICH: So if you're keeping score, Rilda arrives in the U.S. with no English, in need of money, she's told she's too old to start high school, and this place has 800 more kids just as needy. 

KRULWICH: You give them classes… 

FRIEDMAN: Classes. Help them get a job if they need it. 

KRULWICH: You'll give them a job? 

FRIEDMAN: We have job counselors here. 

KRULWICH: What if they need a doctor? 

FRIEDMAN: We have medical help for them here too. 

KRULWICH: What if they need a dentist? 

KRULWICH: Howard Friedman started the Manhattan Comprehensive Public High School in 1989, and he's still the principal. 

FRIEDMAN: We have people that are social workers who work here and we have lawyers. 

KRULWICH: You have lawyers? 

KRULWICH: Howard and his people will do everything to make sure kids like Rilda get a diploma and go to college. 

KRULWICH: I need a bed. 

FRIEDMAN: We have a housing expert here. 

KRULWICH: Everything. 

KRULWICH: I'm 18. I don't have any money for housing. 

FRIEDMAN: Well that's why you're asking. 

KRULWICH: You'll give me free housing? 

FRIEDMAN: We'll help you find housing. It may be a group home. It may be connection with Catholic Charities. It may be putting two students together who could share the rent. 

KRULWICH: So this means you have to be sort of 24-7 aware of me. I mean my full me. 

FRIEDMAN: Yes. 

KRULWICH: That's a lot to ask of a school but then, Howard designed this place for a group of teenagers you can find in most American cities — kids who have dropped out of high school and kids who've just arrived in America, immigrants. 

RILDA: When I got here, I was already 18. We were looking for schools and everyplace that we went they were telling us that I was already over age, that I couldn't get into a regular high school. Especially cause I didn't speak a word in English. 

KRULWICH: So her mother Fantcha, who is herself struggling to make a living — back home she was a singer — Fantcha asked around and discovered Manhattan Comprehensive, a public school where even older teenagers can still get a high school diploma for free. Like many states, New York promises any resident a free high school education until they are 21 years old. Rilda is now 20 and Manhattan Comprehensive is her last and best chance to get that diploma. But she has to finish before the deadline, and time keeps ticking. 

FANTCHA: This is the country that you have all the opportunity. But you gotta be able to take advantage of it. And for you to take advantage of it, you gotta be the greatest student. 

KRULWICH: So Rilda has to get the grades and help pay the bills to honor the mother who brought her here and her grandma who raised her and sent her to America and told her just before she died, "Promise me you will succeed." 

RILDA: The only thing she could talk was about how much she sacrificed, how much she worked to have her family. She wanted something different for me. My mom, everybody wants something different. And it's that something different that gives me the strength to continue and show that I can definitely make the difference. 

KRULWICH: But can she do it? 

One of the classes where Rilda is struggling is Ryan Reft's Advanced Placement English class. 

On the other side of the room is Yusuf, who arrived in America only a few months ago from Sierra Leone. That's his friend Kelly from Nigeria. And rounding out this group we have Chung from Hong Kong, Ching Ling from Malaysia, and Fatema from Bangladesh. 

Like Rilda, most of them arrived in the past two years, with very little English. 

Now look. They are reading Joseph Conrad, which, by the way, has lots of words that would stump a regular high schooler. 

CHING LING: A sedentary life. 

REFT: What's that mean? Sedentary? 

KRULWICH: Se-den-tary. These kids have to — se-den-tary — look up so many words, so often, they've got these… You see that thing there? That's an electronic dictionary. 

So Yusuf of Sierra Leone borrows Ching Ling's machine, types in "sedentary" and bingo! There it is in Mandarin — which he can't read — and in English. The definition? "Done sitting down." Instant definitions because these kids must learn quickly. As with Rilda, time is not on their side. 

Yusuf, for example, fled to America. He's a refugee from Sierra Leone. 

YUSUF: My life was in danger. 

KRULWICH: He found Manhattan Comprehensive through the International Rescue Committee. On his first day in school, he knew no one. Then, on a hunch, his teacher, Mr. Reft, sat him next to Kelly from Nigeria. 

YUSUF: The teacher made the comment that this is one of the best groups in this class and just go there and they will try to make you comfortable, you know, with the lessons. 

KRULWICH: Were you nervous? 

YUSUF: I was a little bit nervous before going inside the group. 

KRULWICH: Was this your very first class? 

YUSUF: It was my second class. You know, I was nervous before getting in touch with the group members but after about thirty minutes discussion with the group members, I felt comfortable. 

KRULWICH: with him particularly? 

YUSUF: Yes with him particularly because he was one of the best students in the group. Yeah. 

KRULWICH: So he was smart. You liked that he was smart? 

YUSUF: He was smart. And he was enthusiastic, you know. He was showing his spirit of accommodation. 

KRULWICH: Really? Because every time I see you guys on film, he's saying "Noooo!" And You're saying "Noooo!" And it's back and forth like this. 

YUSUF: That's what makes the unity stronger, you know. 

KELLY: If you ask him to pronounce his name, he's going to say "Soyinka." 

KRULWICH: What are they fighting about? 

YUSUF: You are the first person who I have heard saying his name is Soyinka. 

KELLY: Oh, because you can mess in Nigerian. 

KRULWICH: How to pronounce the name of a Nigerian playwright. 

YUSUF: BBC reporters, BBC reporters... 

KELLY: Forget BBC reporters, this is amazing man. 

KRULWICH: And Kelly is Nigerian. 

YUSUF: BBC reporters they call you by the name you call yourself. 

KELLY: Pleeeease. Don't! 

YUSUF: Before they interview the man they ask him, "What's your name?" He says his name is Soyinka. And within the rest of the whole interview… 

KELLY: Oh man! Oh man! 

YUSUF: They call him Soyinka. 

KRULWICH: And they do this all the time. 

KELLY: See you're making this argument so hard that I can't drop it. 

YUSUF: Let's just forget it. Just forget it. 

KELLY: I don't want to forget it because you're trying to pull me over to your side. 

KRULWICH: So Yusuf has a friend… 

ROBINSON: That's very good. Go on up to the next magnification. Okay, every body look. 

KRULWICH: But the school went one better. It then gave Yusuf a pain in the butt, Mr. Robinson. 

ROBINSON: Did you finish them? The two Regents exams? You read all the questions? Let me see them. 

YUSUF: Let's not start that here, Mr. Robinson. 

ROBINSON: Let me see them. 

YUSUF: Mr. Robinson is one of my main supporters here. He's one of the factors that has helped me in really adjusting with the whole situation in America here. He's just like my dad, honestly. To summarize everything…he's just like my dad. 

KRULWICH: And as the weeks pass with Kelly and his teachers, Yusuf becomes more and more comfortable in this school. But once he leaves the building, he is very much alone. He can study in the school's library, but to go home after dark through his neighborhood is not a safe proposition. 

SUBWAY ANNOUNCER: Stand clear of the closing doors please. 

KRULWICH: So he does his homework on the subway, even through rush hour. And as he approaches his stop, he puts his homework away, puts on the headphones, and emerges from the subway in his urban camouflage, so he can blend in, looking like anything but a refugee from Sierra Leone who just got to spend the day acting like a normal kid. 

KRULWICH: When you think back to yourself 18 months ago, could you describe yourself then? 

ZHAOLIN: Eighteen months ago, I was about 18. I'm a boy from Shanghai, you know. I haven't seen my father for ten, eleven years because he came here first. He applied for us, our family to come to here so, I saw my father, in person, after sooo long. 

KRULWICH: Zhaolin's dad settled in New York City, got a job, a home, and when it was time to move the family to America, on the day that Zhaolin arrived — day one — his dad took him to Manhattan and drove him passed one of New York's public colleges, Hunter College, and said to him, "If you work hard, really hard, you can go here." 

ZHAOLIN: And my father said right now you are in America. You have to prepare for your life, prepare for your future. This is the place that you can really have the opportunity to perform yourself. Show your talent. And show what you can do. You just try your best. 

KRULWICH: Did you think you could do it? 

ZHAOLIN: Definitely. 

KRULWICH: Definitely? 

KRULWICH: Definitely? 2 years ago, Zhaolin couldn't speak English, he could only sing it. 

TRILLANA: First time I noticed him, he was singing in the auditorium singing "Hotel California." He was out of tune. I thought, "There's something about this kid. I said, he just kept on singing. 

KRULWICH: "Hotel California," he was singing? 

TRILLANA: Yeah. 

ZHAOLIN: It also helps to learn some English, you know, some words, some vocabulary. You know it's a little fun, so... 

KRULWICH: So I wonder if the Eagles ever realized they were English teachers. 

Zhaolin got better and better at English… 

KRULWICH: Got himself elected to student government and helped organize the spring talent show. 

ZHAOLIN: Is everybody ready for the show? 

KRULWICH: The talent was many flavored. Everybody pitched in. 

And yes, there were problems. Zhaolin was supposed to introduce two kids from the Dominican Republic for the opening number, but one of them, Alfany — the guy here on the left — he overslept. Nobody knew where they were. 

We found them on the street rehearsing in a telephone booth, and we asked them, "Where've you been? You're missing." 

ALFANY: Yeah, because last night my computer got messed up because I deal with computer and I was doing everything in my computer. So I was all night long awake you know fixing everything because thanks god that I have my uncle's computer so I transferred everything from the other computer. So I couldn't sleep at all. And this morning I was like, "Okay, I'm gonna sleep at 8 o'clock in the morning so I can wake up 9:30 in order to go to school. But I tell my mother, "Yo, wake me up at 8:30 because I got to go to school and by myself I couldn't do it." She say okay. So she woke up late, I woke up late. Then I had to go to the store to buy my brand, my pants and my stuff to perform there and I just got here a few minutes ago. But, responsibility is responsibility and that's why we're here. 

KRULWICH: You heard him. Responsibility is responsibility. And they're here. 

ALFANY AND LOUIS: Yo! My friends from China. My friends from Haiti. My friends from Europe. 

KRULWICH:Yeah, the rappers came through big time and, by the way, so has Zhaolin. This spring, after only two years at Manhattan Comprehensive, Zhaolin was accepted to a prestigious eastern college, Skidmore. 

ZHAOLIN: Wow! It's just so exciting. 

KRULWICH: And he's going almost for free. 

ZHAOLIN: And they gave me most of it. When I just came here my father said, if you can go to Hunter College, it is a very good school and now I make it for Skidmore, it is more than he expected. 

XIAO MEI: I pledge allegiance to the flag of the United States of America… 

KRULWICH: Most of the students here understand that this place gives them a huge chance, the chance to take risks, the chance to win. 

XIAO MEI: …liberty and justice for all. 

KRULWICH: Or, even for Zhaolin, the chance to miss a note or two along the way. And for some, the chance may be more than they can bear, as you're about to see. 

KRULWICH: You have to wonder about this school. Manhattan Comprehensive is open not five, but six days a week. Sundays here are school days. 

Plus, it's open nights — four nights a week, from 5 to 11 p.m. Check the windows. You see? It's dark here. 

In the evenings, teenagers, mostly American born kids who've had troubles, gone to jail, dropped out of school, had babies — they come here, often after work, to earn their diplomas. 

And what does the school offer? Well, the school has, in its basement right in the building, a fully staffed social service center that... Well, here Eileen Hunter is adjusting the sleeve of a business suit, donated to the school. 

YATES: This is already hemmed do you think? 

HUNTER: I think so. I think it is hemmed… 

KRULWICH: So that students can go on job interviews. 

WILLIAMS: You got a belt? 

KRULWICH: If you qualify, the school will feed you, pay you to tutor other kids, get you a summer job. That's why you can walk down the hallways and right next to signs for the prom, you'll find signs for financial workshops and help with your tax returns in four languages. 

Then there are the teachers who teach extra catch-up classes in, well, Chinese, if you need it. 

HORVAY: The price fluctuated between what? 

KRULWICH: And who offer a host of different styles. Remember Rilda's teacher, Mr. Reft? And Yusuf's teacher, Mr. Robinson? 

ROBINSON: You know how it is. It's like if you're mad at them and you don't say anything, it's like your parent; when your parent says nothing, then there's real trouble. But as long as they're screaming at you, everything's okay. 

REFT: Listen, you try to be there for them, but I can't be anyone's parent, or anyone's mother or father, you know, there's not much I can… I can try to be there to facilitate stuff for them but I'm not going to be there for them after school when they really need the important stuff… 

ROBINSON: He wants to know somebody cares. Somebody knows what's going on. And that's, you know, that's my job too is to keep up with them and make sure that they're doing all right. 

REFT: I'm afraid that if I know too much about the hardship that they come from, 'cause I know most of these kids are poor. I mean, you can tell from the fact that they wear the same clothes like three days of the week and stuff like that. It's not too hard to pick up on, umm, but I'm afraid if I know too much that I will feel bad for them and won't push them as hard. 

KRULWICH: Yes, they are pushed. This school goes to extraordinary lengths and what seems like extraordinary costs to push these kids to graduation. So one has to ask: Is it worth this much effort, this much energy? And here's a story that may make you wonder. 

ROBERT: Let's start from the beginning. 

KRULWICH: Yeah, let's do that. 

ROBERT: Let's hear the William Vasquez Junior story. Start from the very beginning. 

KRULWICH: When William was 2, his parents split up. He lived with his dad and a step mom. When they split up, he went back to his mom. And now he's pretty much on his own, bouncing from town to town, school to school, so he made this appeal to his cousins, Mary and Robert. 

WILLIAM: I kind of begged her to say listen, I really wanna come here and live with you guys so I can finish my high school. 

KRULWICH: So he moved in, started Manhattan Comprehensive. And when they asked him about goals, "What do you want to be?" 

WILLIAM: As a career, I want to be an actor. 

KRULWICH: And once they learned that, Eileen Hunter, the internship coordinator, said "You know what? If you get a haircut…" 

HUNTER: And if we leave now we can make the 3:30 appointment I made you. He went, "Okay." 

KRULWICH: And Eileen said, "We might be able to get you a paid internship at an acting school." Together they worked on a resume. 

WILLIAM: Eileen says it's on good paper because if you put it towards the light you can, you can see the words. 

HUNTER: I can see him as an actor. He knows, oh he knows the right things to say. You know he thanks you for your time, and for your efforts on his behalf. He's very charming. 

WILLIAM: I got through it. And it went well. I didn't stutter. I didn't choke on it. So, it went pretty well. 

And, I have to get permission from my grade advisor, if he'd let me, but I'm sure that wouldn't be a problem. So, I'll just speak to him. 

KRULWICH: Well, it turns out there was a problem. It came up on Open House Day, the day the teachers review every student's academic record with, in William's case, his cousins Mary and Robert. 

WILLIAM: This is for what class? 

MCBROOM: History. 

KRULWICH: This history course prepares students for a statewide exam called the Regents exam, says teacher Marcia McBroom, which is fine, but then she mentions that William "hasn't been around." 

MCBROOM: And unfortunately, he hasn't been around. 

KRULWICH: Hasn't been around? 

MARY: Who hasn't been around? 

MCBROOM: William… 

MARY: He hasn't been in class? 

MCBROOM: Oh no. 

WILLIAM: I was in the Student Life Center office. 

MCBROOM: I know. But why are you in the student life center office when you are in a Regents class? 

ROBERT: This is the situation with him. This is why I'm kind of upset now. Because we took him in because he wasn't going to school. So we took him in with the understanding that all he had to do was concentrate on school. 

MCBROOM: I think you could do better. I think you could turn it around. I don't think he's like a hopeless case, because nobody is. But what you're saying is, you've had your little time of fun and frolic. Now you have to start thinking of yourself more seriously and saying, "I'm going to take advantage of this wonderful opportunity I have." 

ARTER: I have my teacher book downstairs, but I really don't need it for this interview. 

KRULWICH: Things only get worse with William's English teacher. 

MARY: Oh boy. I see the face. 

ARTER: This is the Regents class, you know. It's preparing him for the test and he's not ready for the test. And I don't know if he's going to be ready by June. He has really good attendance. He just doesn't focus on his work. 

WILLIAM: I will be taking the Regents for English in June. 

ARTER: You think so? 

WILLIAM: Yeah, I will. 

ARTER: You have to be able to write an essay in an hour. 

MARY: Exactly. 

ARTER: And you know, you haven't done that. So that's your goal. 

WILLIAM: That's not a goal. It's an objective. I have to do it. 

MARY: He has answers for everything. 

ARTER: Well. OK. All right. 

ROBERT: Now's not the right time. I appreciate your time. Thank you for everything. 

ARTER: No problem. 

WILLIAM: I show up to class every day. 

ROBERT: So everybody's lying. Every one of these teachers is lying. 

WILLIAM: I didn't say they was lying. I'm just not there in the class, I'm downstairs. 

ROBERT: It doesn't matter. You don't need to be downstairs, you need to be in your class. You're here to come to class. 

MARY: Where were you? 

WILLIAM: For the internship. I wasn't cutting out of class. 

ROBERT: That is cutting out of class. 

WILLIAM: Outside. 

ROBERT: If you're not in the room, you're not in the class. That's it. 

WILLIAM: You act like I'm cutting out… 

MARY: You have answers for everything. 

WILLIAM: But I don't want you thinking the wrong thing about me. 

ROBERT: If you show up for class you're not doing the work anyway, so what's the difference? 

MARY: Because you're wasting your time here then. 

ROBERT: I got three other kids at home. 

KRULWICH: What Robert hasn't said but all three of them know is that if William doesn't work harder, he may no longer be welcome at his cousins' home. The house, the school, everything's at stake. 

WILLIAM: It's no joke now. Now it's, I have to pass, which is, that was my plan before, this was the final cycle and I have to pass. 

KRULWICH: And then, almost immediately, word reaches Eileen that he's failing several courses… 

HUNTER: I saw the record, the printed out record, that his grades were too low. 

KRULWICH: So what's the, what's the house rule? You can't take an internship? 

HUNTER: You not supposed to be taking an internship if you're not doing well. He told me he was doing well, he said he was doing fine. 

KRULWICH: Oh brother… 

HUNTER: The truth is a little different. So I met with the grade advisor. 

KRULWICH: What are you thinking? 

HUNTER: I was concerned. When I saw those grades, I said, "Oh my goodness. Maybe we have to stop this." 

KRULWICH: In spite of the fact that you've written the letter of recommendation? That you've made the calls? That you've done the research that you've done all this? Don't you have an investment? In it happening? 

HUNTER: No. because I asked the question, what's important here? What's important here? That this young man graduate high school, not that he get this internship. 

KRULWICH: Okay. 

HUNTER: Right? So I asked the experts. 

KRULWICH: Experts and teachers and Robert and Mary and a social worker, Claudia. 

It is decided to give William a chance. For two months, he will be allowed to be a paid assistant at the acting school but his grades must go up. 

AHUMADA: We know the commitment is there, so, so I'm asking everybody to take a deep breath and, you know, we're working together, we're going to meet, right? So we're going to set a plan, right? So there's no, no surprises for anybody, right? Right? 

ROBERT: Let's hope not. 

MARY: Hope so. 

KRULWICH: So, because his home situation is so fragile, the school decides to go an extra mile. They do a lot of this. 

So much so, I asked the head of the Student Life Center, Greg Cohen, "If you're willing to do this for William, remember, you got another 800 kids here. 800." 

KRULWICH: Why didn't you say, who are you, 800 people that you would expect, or even think that you would get this kind of service? 

COHEN: Didn't occur to me to ask that question. Here I'm talking and I remember one of the young women I'm talking to has a daughter. Her day job is working for the ferry service that takes people to the Statue of Liberty. She finishes up at the Ferry or the concession stand wherever she was, comes here at 5:00, goes to school at 11:00, goes to the Bronx. 

KRULWICH: Goes to school until 11 p.m. 

COHEN: Until 11 PM. Goes to the Bronx to the aunt who takes care of her daughter. Picks up her daughter and then takes her to her apartment in Queens. 

KRULWICH: When does she have to be back at work the next day? 

COHEN: 8:00 or something. So she's getting home 2:30 or something like that. Now I'm going to say to her, "What makes you think you deserve some help finding child care or health care for your child?" She's getting a diploma, she's working, she's the model. It wouldn't occur to me. All that occurs to me is to say, "You're phenomenal! What can I do to help you in your quest?" Same thing Howard asked on day one when he was creating the school. 

KRULWICH: When you open up the newspaper and you find the President of the United States saying, "Okay, here's the deal. We want to test everybody and get them to a certain point. So you just get there. And if we know that we can graduate people and the diplomas make sense then we know we have left no child behind." What are you thinking? 

COHEN: It should be so easy. 

KRULWICH: You mean you have to add a lot in order to do that? 

COHEN: Well sure. 'Cause this is the High School for all of the children left behind. 

KRULWICH: And for the moment anyway, that will include William Vasquez. 

HUNTER: So he has till the end of June to be in this internship and if he can bring up his marks he'll be extended to the end of August. So it's a carrot. 

KRULWICH: Interesting. Do you think it'll work? 

HUNTER: It may. 

KRULWICH: But what are the odds? These kids — William, and Zhaolin, and Yusuf, and Rilda — are under enormous pressure. Some of them will win. But some of them, as you are about to see, will self destruct. 

BRANCACCIO: By now, many of you will recognize that the educators at Manhattan Comprehensive take a very different approach from the Bush initiative "No Child Left Behind." That's the massive federal program, which has plowed lots of new money into schools, relies on standardized assessments to measure performance. At Manhattan Comprehesive, federal standards are only part of the mix. As you've seen, William, Zhaolin, Yusuf, Rilda and the other students get help finding jobs, health care, housing, and anything else they need to succeed at school. 

We'll return to Manhattan Comprehensive in a moment. But first, the public television station you're watching has a goal of its own. Here's your chance to support programs like this one, which you won't see anywhere else. 

BRANCACCIO: Now we go back inside Manhattan Comprehensive where kids struggle night and day to earn a high school diploma. What does it take to succeed, to get a first toe hold on the ladder up? 

You may not know until you've walked in these students' shoes, or maybe pedaled on their bike. 

Correspondent Robert Krulwich picks up our story with a young man who works all day long weaving through the streets of New York as a bike messenger before he arrives for his second shift — at school. 

KRULWICH: It's breakfast time, nine in the morning on a school day, and Diakite, a student at Manhattan Comprehensive is off to work. Diakite goes to school at the end of the day, and for this 18-year-old boy from Mali, work is nothing new. 

DIAKITE: I start working when I was eight, I think. Yeah, yeah. I used to help my father. 

KRULWICH: Diakite says when he was 13, his father died of a heart attack, and his family scattered, but one of his father's friends got him a ticket to America and he arrived with how much money? 

DIAKITE: Only fifty dollars. Fifty dollars. 

KRULWICH: He had no English. Well, a little English. 

DIAKITE: "What's your name," "my name is whatever" and, "I love you" and stuff like that… 

KRULWICH: And he'd been given one address for a hair salon in Brooklyn run by a woman from Mali, who got him a temporary bed and told him, "Look for work." He was 16 and alone. 

DIAKITE: I don't have any family, so I'm my father, my mother, my everything, you know. 

KRULWICH: But he did have a dream. To get an education and one day to go to college. Then, a teacher he just happened to meet sent him Manhattan Comprehensive, and right away they noticed this kid has a problem. 

YAGHMAIAN: When I met him, he actually came to the student life center to get some money for food. If a student comes down here a few times and doesn't have any money to eat, or is worried about transportation to go home, I usually want to know what's going on with them. So I asked him a few questions: if he's in trouble, where he lives, and I found out he's alone in this country. 

PARNES: He was staying with some people who I guess were also from his country, but were no relation to him whatsoever, so basically were charging him some sort of rent to live there. And he was very, very concerned. He saw himself becoming homeless and with that everything starting to unravel. 

And since he could enter the foster care system prior to eighteen, as a destitute minor, I thought that that was basically his best option. 

KRULWICH: So foster care pays for his apartment, basic expenses, school is free. Even so, Diakite kept working. He spent his days as a bike messenger delivering packages, and then at the end of the day, he started school, staying in class till 11 p.m. and then going all the way back to the Bronx. There's not a lot of time here for studying, and it shows. 

N'DIAYE: Diakite… 

KRULWICH: Diakite is getting a test back. This is a history test and he can see his grade. Not there. There. He's hiding the test. 

DIAKITE: I did bad, you know. I only got 24. I only got 24. Damn. 

KRULWICH: This isn't good. Twenty four out of what? 

DIAKITE: 24 out of 100. Damn. 

KRULWICH: He's smiling. But when he's embarrassed, Diakite always smiles. 

KRULWICH: Your insight tells you he's smart enough. 

N'DIAYE: Right. 

KRULWICH: So, what isn't he enough? 

N'DIAYE: Being here enough, reading enough, studying enough, and performing long enough. 

YAGHMAIAN: When he came to this school and he met with me, he told me he loves to go to school. He wants to go to college, he plans to have this amazing life for himself through education. But a few weeks ago I realized that all this is changing so when I confronted him with that, I told him, "I showed up for you, but you're not showing up for yourself." 

KRULWICH: So the school laid down the law. Since Diakite doesn't need this job, they made him quit the job and concentrate on school. 

YAGHMAIAN: We thought it'd be a good idea for him to move to the day school. 

KRULWICH: Do you think that Diakite will graduate from here eventually? 

N'DIAYE: I think he will. He will. 

DIAKITE: I'm gonna follow their lead, try to do something to better my life. 

KRULWICH: Diakite is willing to challenge oncoming traffic with his bike, so don't bet against him. 

BRANCACCIO: From what you've seen, you might expect Manhattan Comprehensive to cost taxpayers a fortune. But here's a surprise: the school actually spends less in public funds per student than other New York high schools — a thousand dollars less each year than the citywide average, $3500 less annually than that the statewide average. 

How do they do it? The school runs a nonprofit organization out of the basement which raises money and brings volunteers in to work with students. An army of about 120 tutors pours into the school. Many of them are employees of Morgan Stanley, Con Edison and other companies. Experts from Credit Suisse/First Boston train students and provide technical assistance on computer equipment the company donates. 

But, in the end, it is up to the students themselves whether they succeed or fail. Robert Krulwich picks up their stories. 

KRULWICH: Springtime at Manhattan Comprehensive, like springtime at high schools everywhere, is the end of the semester and time to get your grades. 

And for Yusuf, a refugee from West Africa, this is a big moment. Not just for him, but for his older brother, Mohamed. Seven months ago, when they arrived in America, the two brothers made a deal. 

MOHAMED: We cannot rely solely on others. That means we have to do something for ourselves. 

KRULWICH: Since Yusuf was not yet 21 and could go to high school for free, his older Brother said, "Okay, I'll support you." 

And so, while Yusuf goes to class, Mohamed is a cashier at a supermarket by day, but on breaks, he goes to a bookstore that he calls the library. 

MOHAMED: I come here nearly three to four times a week. I'm continuing to study so that when I start to take my exams it will become easier for me. 

KRULWICH: He likes chemistry. 

MOHAMED: There are symbols used to symbolize elements of the periodic table. And today they have been changed to letters, derived from the beginning of their words. 

MOHAMED: That's my dream is to go to college, yeah. 

KRULWICH: But since it's Yusuf's turn, Mohamed is being a "parent" today. 

ROBINSON: This kid here, he really, really relies on you. I know that shirt too. 

MOHAMED: Thank you very much taking care of him. 

ROBINSON: Yeah, yeah, have a seat. 

KRULWICH: Time to meet Yusuf's teacher. 

ROBINSON: He's doing really good. You've got his report card? 

MOHAMED: Yeah, I have it. I have his report card. 

ROBINSON: Aha. Now I get to see the true story. Oh, this is beautiful. This is beautiful. It's exquisite. Next semester, it's going to be even better. See those 98's? He's got to get that. He's got to get 95 or above. 

MOHAMED: Ok. 

ROBINSON: But he got all 90 or above on his report card and last semester as well and so his grade point average is very, very high. He's got one of the highest grade point averages of any student in the school. 

MOHAMED: Oh. 

ROBINSON: Probably in the top ten. 

KRULWICH: What is not said here is the higher Yusuf's grades, the better his chances for a big scholarship, which takes the pressure off Mohamed. 

MOHAMED: Yeah, certainly it was good. Yeah, it was very nice, because that's what we have been expecting. 

KRULWICH: And then there is William. William is about to start his internship at the acting school but his deal, remember, is he must improve his grades. So his guardian, Robert, is watching. 

ROBERT: What time are you going to school? 

WILLIAM: Well I'm going to school now after I eat lunch. 

KRULWICH: There's Robert, in the back. 

WILLIAM: To talk about how the interview went. 

ROBERT: You'll show up for all your classes today, I hope. Right, you'll take care of everything you've got to take care of before school starts, right? 

WILLIAM: Yes. 

KRULWICH: If you have on the one hand a family member, on the other hand a huge team of lawyers and doctors and teachers and people and tutors and so forth and you can only have one, which is the more valuable to somebody who's 17 or 18 or 19. 

COHEN: There's no question that it's a family member who loves you who will always come first. 

ROBERT: You got your current events already? 

WILLIAM: Yes I do. I did the math homework and everything, so. 

ROBERT: Should I check it? 

WILLIAM: Excuse me? 

ROBERT: Should I check it? 

WILLIAM: If you want to. I know I did the math, it's easy. It's only the… 

ROBERT: How about current events? 

WILLIAM: I didn't have to do current events. It was read the current events. 

ROBERT: Yeah you did. You say you had to write a small story, small paragraph. 

WILLIAM: That's Monday's homework. 

ROBERT: Today is Monday. 

WILLIAM: Monday night. 

ROBERT: No, he said it had to be in Monday. 

WILLIAM: Who said that? 

ROBERT: Umm. Who was that? The… 

WILLIAM: The English teacher? That's not English. 

ROBERT: No. What was it then? The… 

WILLIAM: Arter? 

ROBERT: Yeah. Might have been her. 

WILLIAM: Him. With the glasses? 'Cause I would have did it already if it was due today. All I know he said read a current event and I read about the football player that died in the army. 

ROBERT: You're supposed to have something written about it. That's the assignment. 

WILLIAM: I don't remember him telling me. Because we usually talk about it in the class. 

ROBERT: Alright, I'm going to have to call him up. 

KRULWICH: Sometimes they'll have one person, and sometimes it's an odd person. It can even be a friend or sometimes it'll can be like a cousin or something. And I sometimes think even the one person is as valuable as the whole school together. 

COHEN: I guess the answer then is both are valuable. It's often because of the presence of the one person that they were led to come here. 

ROBERT: Where's your math homework? Ten to two Monday through Friday? 

WILLIAM: Uh, yeah. I'll get the math homework. 

COHEN: What's the difference between the student who's here and the brother who's in jail. And the difference may be that important person who influenced them, who believed in them, who kept them on course. 

KRULWICH: Robert, by the way, works in security. He is trained to enforce the law… 

ROBERT: They didn't give you nothing to do at home. How about notes? 

WILLIAM: That was it. 

KRULWICH: And it shows. 

WILLIAM: There was no governmental homework either. We don't get homework from that class. We just read in class. 

KRULWICH: And while William is learning new work habits, let's turn to Rilda. You remember Rilda from Cape Verde and her mother Fantcha, the aspiring singer? 

These two also have some news. In June, Rilda got her grades this spring. They were okay. She passed but she did not shine. And her mother Fantcha says come next fall, Rilda will not be allowed to work during the week. No more. From now on, it will be school full time, 'til graduation. And it helps that Fantcha might now make a little money now as a singer. 

So that Rilda, who does like to sing, can concentrate on math and on history only. 

And then, just before graduation, there was news about William. He had been coming to class. He'd started his internship. And then, on the first week on the job, on a day when he was really needed, he didn't show. At the job, they were furious. William was fired. 

And immediately the school social worker Claudia got him on the phone. 

AHUMADA: So I'm here. I'm here and I would like to talk to you today...Oh, you don't know what about? I'm here. I'm listening. Is that a question that you really want an answer for? So if you did everything by the rules, you should be angry. Right? That they fired you. But you're not. So you don't care. You don't care that they fired you. You don't care that you're absent from school. 

How? How honey? This was a time for you to work hard and show people that you can really manage an internship and work. What?? Wow. I see you have your priorities straight. I'm not saying that you're not allowed to… Did you hear me? You got fired. Oh, okay, so what do you want me to say? Right. I can't congratulate you for that. 

Do you remember our conversations before? William, are you sure you want to do this? William, you know, I… Right. I know. 

Well that's why I'm saying that I need to have a conversation with you in person. I don't think that this is, you know. 

Right. But I'm here, so if you were really, you know, concerned about this, you would make it. You're very close. 

Okay, so you're moving on. 

KRULWICH: William lost his internship, he no longer lives with his cousins Mary and Robert, he is now in a group home, but he is still enrolled at Manhattan Comprehensive. They will not let him go. 

But these students are moving on. 

COHEN: This is the day that it comes together for these kids who have struggled sometimes in two or three other schools or for whom getting an American high school diploma was a distant dream. And today's the day they realize all that because it's graduation day. 

We have close to three hundred students graduating which is... Considering we have 800 students in the school and every student in one way or another had their education interrupted either because they dropped out of school or they had to leave their foreign countries and some have been out of school for years, it's really quite a feat. 

EDEBIRI: I'm proud of my son. Every child needs this opportunity. Every child that comes from anywhere in the world should be given this opportunity. 

KRULWICH: That's Kelly's dad. And Kelly, Yusuf's best friend, starts pre-med next fall at St. John's University. 

FRIEDMAN: As I look out at this auditorium at all these beautiful and handsome faces — you too — I appreciate how special our school is. 

KRULWICH: Two years ago, Zhaolin who called himself "Shanghai boy," barely spoke English, and today he is graduating, with honors, and his father right behind him. 

MA: I'm very happy. Thank you this school. Thank you every teacher. Thank you everybody. Yeah, thank you. He is a good son. Good boy. 

FRIEDMAN: By the powers vested in me by the state of New York, I hereby declare you high school graduates. 

YUSUF: It's kind of like a memorable day, like. It's kind of like a day with a spirit of sadness also. 

ZHAOLIN AND YUSUF: Good Luck, man. Good Luck to you man. 

EDEBIRI: I know you guys are going places. This is America, okay? Once you have it, you have it. Nobody can take it away from you. 

YUSUF: Thank you sir. 

KRULWICH: One week after graduation, Zhaolin and another Manhattan Comprehensive graduate Yan are heading off to college. They are starting a summer program for incoming freshmen. 

Two years ago, a number of New York high schools would've turned down Zhaolin, Shanghai boy, because he was too old, and had so little English. He would have been, quite literally, left behind. 

ZHAOLIN: Wow, what an honor. 

KRULWICH: But this school along with his parents and, of course, Zhaolin himself, they never gave up. 

Now, far from being left behind, Shanghai Boy is a college kid in America, with the wind at his back. 

BRANCACCIO: Connect to NOW online at pbs.org. Hear more from Manhattan Comprehensive's students and teachers. Learn about how immigrants learn English in our schools. Find out about other innovative high schools. Connect to NOW at pbs.org. 

BRANCACCIO: You can think of public schools as an expense, something else that your property taxes pay for, like treating sewage or filling a pothole. Or you can see a school as something quite the opposite: a source of capital, social capital. The school we've just visited takes the students, teachers, administrators, parents and guardians, and members of the community at large and puts them together to fix a crucial problem, in this case young adults without a diploma. What is the wealth created for the community? You just met them. 

That's it for NOW. I'm David Brancaccio. Bill Moyers and I are back next week with more of the hurly burly of the campaign season. We'll see you then. 
