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The Tulsa World takes you inside Hawthorne Elementary School in a two-day series that shows the complex social and 
academic issues facing teachers, students, parents and administrators at Hawthorne. Read both parts of the series, vignettes, 
watch videos and view all the photos from this project at tulsaworld.com/fschool.

Third-grader Amalia Noble (center) and Brooklyn Harvey (left) raise their hands with classmates while Raiden Palanga (right) works from his book 
at Hawthorne Elementary School, one of 36 schools in the Tulsa district to receive an F on the state A-F grade cards.  Photos by JOHN CLANTON/Tulsa World

INSIDE AN F SCHOOL An in-depth look at Tulsa educators and students trying to defy the odds

Fighting 
failure

BY ANDREA EGER | World Staff Writer

Every other Friday without fail, 
Judi Wilson, LaChelle Harris and 
Kenneth Stanley Sr. can be found at 
Haw-
thorne 

Elementary School 
selling sour pickles 
and fresh-popped 
popcorn to raise 
money for the PTA.

It’s a good thing 
they do because 
they’re three of only 
five parents in the 
PTA at a school with 
386 students. In 
December, teachers 
were the only ones 
who attended the 
monthly PTA meet-
ing.

“Just show up and 
let your kids know 
you care!” Wilson 
said. “If we had more 
volunteers, we could 
do this every Friday. 
The kids love it and 
love us being here, 
and we raise money 
for student activities 
and rewards parties.”

The active PTA 
members’ children 
are proof positive 
that kids can not only 
succeed but also can 
flourish academi-
cally, even in an “F” 
school. Wilson’s 
fifth-grader, Jamarie 
Wilson, is student 
body president, 
and she and Har-
ris’ granddaughter 
Jordan Silas and 
Kenneth Stanley Jr., 
both second-graders, have perfect attendance, 
and all were just named to the honor roll.

Poverty, adversity among 
big challenges at Hawthorne

ONLINE

Kenneth Stanley Sr. watches his son Kenneth Stanley Jr. prepare for class after attending a 
Donuts with Dads event at Hawthorne. About 120 fathers attended the event and then walked 
their kids to the classrooms.  SEE SCHOOL A8

ABOUT  
THE SERIES

Oklahoma’s A-F 
grading system is 
intended to be an 
easy way to judge 
the performance 
of public schools. 
The Tulsa World 
took an in-depth 
look at what’s going 
on in one of the 36 
local schools that 
received failing 
marks.

Journalists 
Andrea Eger, John 
Clanton, Mike 
Simons and Matt 
Barnard went to 
Hawthorne Elemen-
tary School during 
our monthlong 
project. Here’s what 
they found.
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Russian 
military 
takes over 
in Crimea
BY TIM SULLIVAN 
AND VLADIMIR ISACHENKOV
Associated Press

SIMFEROPOL, Ukraine — Rus-
sian troops took over the strate-
gic Crimean peninsula Saturday 
without firing a shot. The newly 
installed government in Kiev was 
powerless to react, and despite calls 
by U.S. President Barack Obama for 
Russia to pull back its forces, West-
ern governments had few options 
to counter Russia’s military moves.

Russian President Vladimir Pu-
tin sought and quickly got his par-
liament’s approval to use its mili-
tary to protect Russia’s interests 
across Ukraine. But while some-
times-violent pro-Russian protests 
broke out Saturday in a number of 
Russian-speaking regions of east-

Convicted 
killer again 
seeks parole
BY AMANDA BLAND
World Staff Writer

An Oklahoma prisoner who near-
ly became the first man in the Unit-
ed States to die by lethal injection 
after receiving a death sentence for 
the murder of a Jenks equestrienne 
in 1977 is seeking parole.

Larry Chaney — who’s used the 
middle names Eugene, Leon and 
Lee — was convicted of killing Ken-
dal Inez (Gaither) Ashmore, 35, and 
sentenced to death by “drug injec-
tion,” as it was called at the time. 
Seven years later a federal appeals 
court commuted his sentence to 
life in prison.

SEE CHANEY A4

UP FOR PAROLE
Larry Chaney: Con-
victed of murder in 
the 1977 death of 
a Jenks woman, he 
was sentenced to  
death, but that was 
later commuted to 
life in prison. 

UKRAINE CRISIS

SEE CRIMEA A7

CHANEY PAROLE
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Teacher Chinedu Udeh: ‘You have to believe in the kids’
School doesn’t officially start 

until 7:45 a.m., but fourth-grade 
teacher Chinedu Udeh arrives for 
battle between 6:15 and 6:30 every 
morning. 

Her adversary? The school’s 
decrepit copy machines.

She’s got the war wounds — 
fresh cuts and older scars — all 
over the tops of her small hands 
to show for the work she does for 
Hawthorne students.

Udeh has written many successful 
grant requests on a website called 
DonorsChoose.org to get funds for 
everything from cases of copy paper 
to culturally sensitive reading mate-
rials so her students can better relate 
to the texts.

“It’s hard to care about what 
you’re learning when so much of 
what we’re given is written about a 
predominantly white, middle-class 

perspective,” Udeh said.
The 23-year-old from Ontario, 

Calif., was recruited to Tulsa 
nearly two years ago through the 
Teach for America program. She 
majored in history and minored in 
public policy with a concentration 
in education at Dartmouth Univer-
sity, but she said the public schools 
she attended as a kid in Southern 
California weren’t so different 
from Hawthorne.

“You have to believe in the kids, 
and it is easier when they can 
relate to you. I think my students 
think if I could get to an Ivy 
League school, they could, too. 
But you can’t do it with the wrong 
teachers,” she said. 

“Until teachers take universal 
ownership of children, teachers 
are going to keep leaving for those 
‘better’ kids,” she said. “And our 

kids aren’t stupid — the ultimate 
message we’re sending our kids is 
they’re not as valued as other kids.”

Ask her for her solutions to 
too-low student achievement rates 
at Hawthorne and so many other 
schools like it, and at the top of her 
list is instructional time. 

She said the additional time is 
absolutely essential for children 
who enter school so far behind 
their more affluent counterparts in 
basic knowledge and skills. 

She may be young and short on 
experience, but she and her fourth-
grade colleague Lisa Baker have the 
impressive test score gains to show 
for all of their hard work. 

Last year, the fourth-grade stu-
dent proficiency rates skyrocketed 
from 22 percent to 57 percent in 
reading and from 32 percent to 53 
percent in math.

Chinedu Udeh arrives at 6:30 a.m. to use the copier before she starts her 
teaching day at Hawthorne Elementary School.  MIKE SIMONS/Tulsa World

Starting behind

Hawthorne’s achievement rates 
rose 17 percentage points to 46 
percent from 2012 to 2013, but 
poverty and social ills are having a 
profound impact on a majority of 
the school’s students.

Faculty and staff say they’re 
simply not getting the support 
they need from parents. The office 
staff grapple with chronic absen-
teeism. This is evidenced in the 
school’s student mobility rate, 
which counts every enrollment 
and withdrawal after the first day. 
At Hawthorne, it was 108 percent 
for 2012-13, primarily because of 
enrolled students being dropped 
from the rolls for excessive 
absences — sometimes multiple 
times throughout the year.

By comparison, the mobility rate 
at A-plus neighborhood school 
Carnegie Elementary is 24 percent.

Hawthorne counselor Janice 
Watkins recently had to resort to 
home visits because parents or 
guardians of 15 students weren’t 
responding to repeated phone 
calls over the course of three 
weeks about the possibility of their 
children having special education 
needs.

Early-childhood education 
teachers say a significant portion 
of their students enter school with 
profound deficits in basic skills 
and knowledge.

“I have students who can 
barely form a sentence or who 
don’t know their own first names 
because they’ve only been spoken 
to in basic commands or called 
a nickname,” said Patricialynn 
Holweg, who teaches prekinder-
garten. “They’re so far behind that 
even when we make great strides, 
they’re still behind the others.”

The effects of rampant, gen-
erational poverty are everywhere 
you turn at Hawthorne, where 94 
percent of the student body quali-
fies for free or reduced-rate school 
meals based on family income.

A Tulsa World analysis found 
a strong correlation between this 
poverty indicator and schools that 
received F grades. Tulsa Public 
Schools has 36 “F” schools and 
44 schools where more than 90 
percent of students qualify for free 
or reduced-rate school meals. The 
lists overlap with few exceptions.

Only four “F” schools did not 
make the 90 percent threshold, 
but their rates of children from 
low-income homes are still high. 
They are Chouteau Elementary, 
with 87.5 percent qualifying stu-
dents; Jones Elementary, with 84.5 
percent; Key Elementary, with 82 
percent; and Tulsa MET High, 
with 83 percent.

Among the 44 sites with the 
highest poverty rates, all but two 
scored D or F.

Extra efforts

The school day doesn’t officially 
begin until 7:45 a.m., but Haw-
thorne opens its doors at 7:10 a.m. 
for breakfast, and most of the 386 
students count on that free meal.

“We are supposed to cut it off at 
8, but we keep serving until 8:30 
because so many kids come late,” 
said Rolonda Henderson, a cafete-
ria assistant.

A nutritious snack is provided 
three to four days a week before 
after-school tutoring sessions, 
too, but not everyone immediately 
gobbles up their fruit cup, cheese 
crackers and orange juice.

“Some of them don’t eat their 
afternoon snack. They take it home 
so they have something to eat in 
the evening,” Principal Estella 
Bitson said.

Being ranked among the lowest-

performing schools in the state 
qualifies Hawthorne for $108,949 
in state funds for school improve-
ment, plus one or two visits a 
month from a state consultant.

Bitson uses the money — along 
with a portion of the site budget she 
receives from the school district — 
to pay for the after-school tutoring 
plus materials, software and tech-
nology for students who are behind 
grade level, as well as for profes-
sional development for teachers.

Teachers, low-wage support staff 
and PTA members spend money out 
of their own pockets to buy warm 
coats and gloves, socks, underwear, 
and even toiletries for kids in need.

The school has some commu-
nity partners who help provide 
support. WPX Energy sends about 
70 employees to mentor students 
once a week and has invested tens 
of thousands of dollars for things 

such as a new outdoor exercise 
track and funding for field trips. 
Crossover Community Impact 
puts on an after-school enrichment 
program staffed by church volun-
teers and a couple of Hawthorne 
teachers they pay, plus they spon-
sor and coach several Hawthorne 
boys football teams that compete 
in a local league. Also, Hawthorne 
recently became part of the Tulsa 
Area Community Schools Initia-
tive network of schools in hopes 
of establishing more partnerships 
and programs to help parents.

Trauma and tragedy

Because it serves children from 
one of Tulsa’s poorest, most crime-
ridden neighborhoods, Hawthorne 
has also had to cope with a surreal 
amount of trauma and adversity. 
The school struggles to keep up, 

with only one counselor and no 
assistant principal or school-based 
social worker.

“I really believe most people 
don’t know what’s really going 
on. Maybe they think these things 
happen in Chicago, but Tulsa, 
Okla.? It’s here, and unless you 
come and see the obstacles our 
teachers face, you can’t under-
stand,” Bitson said. 

In the past three years alone, a 
Hawthorne teacher’s assistant plus 
two fathers and one older brother 
of Hawthorne students were 
murdered; another child’s uncle 
was shot in the neighborhood; and 
the mother of another student was 
killed in a car wreck.

Just before this past Thanksgiv-
ing, Noni Taylor-Moses, a 4-year-
old in Hawthorne’s prekindergar-
ten program, died alongside her 
18-month-old sister in an apart-

ment fire. Their aunt, who was 
baby-sitting them at the time, has 
been charged with second-degree 
murder in the deaths.

“These are not natural deaths,” 
Bitson said. “So not only are we 
dealing with nutrition and health 
but (students’) emotional state, as 
well.”

Teachers all over the building 
say it is common for their students 
to bring up contacts their families 
have with police or Oklahoma 
Department of Human Ser-
vices workers. Holweg, the pre-K 
teacher, recalled an instance when 
she was using a Venn diagram with 
the story of the Three Little Pigs to 
teach relationship recognition to 
her 4-year-old students.

“In the book we were using, 
some of the pigs died and the wolf 
ate them and then got caught and 
sent to jail,” Holweg said. “One 
little boy said, ‘My dad’s in jail for 
shooting someone.’ Another stu-
dent said, ‘My dad’s dead.’

“So we talk about bad choices a 
lot and how they’re good, loving 
and nice, and it’s their decision to 
make good choices.”

Right before Christmas, faculty 
members recognized a man on the 
“Tulsa’s Most Wanted” segment of 
a local TV newscast as the father 
of one of their students.

Bitson said one of the most hor-
rifying situations she has encoun-
tered in her nearly three years at 
Hawthorne involved a fifth-grade 
boy who was in a family of 10 
children living in a two-bedroom 
apartment. Some of his siblings 
told school workers that he was 
prostituting himself with men to 
bring home extra money for his 
family, and a school secretary wit-
nessed him soliciting at a gas sta-
tion near the school one evening.

Extreme emotions

Teachers face constant challeng-
es from students who don’t strive 
to do well in school because the 
value of an education has not been 
instilled in them.

Serious, disruptive behavior is a 
constant battle. Physical education 
teacher Julie Davis said she has 
learned to avoid highly competitive 
activities to minimize the number 
of fights, even among best friends.

“There are a lot of defiant, dis-
respectful children here because 
they’re just angry and don’t know 
how to cope with their emotions,” 
she said. “It takes a special person 
to come here and love these kids 
through all of their nonsense.

“You have to be harder than 
you ever thought you would be. I 
call it ‘empathy without enabling.’ 
What’s in store for these kids’ 
futures if we don’t do this?”

The Hawthorne faculty was on 
pins and needles for weeks leading 
up to the school’s first honor roll 
assembly, uncertain how many 
parents would show up.

The teachers and staff were 
nearly as elated as the kids with 
silver and gold honor roll medals 
hanging around their necks because 
of the standing-room-only crowd 
that packed into the gymnasium.

“We put out 100 folding chairs, 
but we would have had more if we 
knew it would be like this!” Davis 
said, giddy with excitement as she 
folded chairs afterward.

After everyone else left, PTA 
members Judi Wilson, LaChelle 
Harris and Kenneth Stanley Sr. 
remained for “pickle and popcorn” 
Friday, saying they wouldn’t want to 
disappoint students who turn out in 
droves for the 50-cent and $1 treats.

“My son wanted me up here, so 
I tried it last year, and now I’m in-
volved with everything,” said Stan-
ley, who works the night shift as a 
janitor. “It makes him happy. I think 
it keeps kids pushing forward.”

Andrea Eger 918-581-8470
andrea.eger@tulsaworld.com

OKLAHOMA’S A-F GRADING SYSTEM   Student proficiency rates in core subjects, as determined by state-mandated standardized tests, are converted into “per-
formance index” scores that account for half of every school’s and district’s grade. The remaining 50 percent of a school’s 

grade is determined through an analysis of how a school’s or district’s student scores in math and reading compare to the previous year’s. Bonus points can be earned for strong rates of student attendance, 
graduation, participation in advanced coursework and college entrance exams, and low dropouts. The 2013 calculation method resulted in nearly three times as many schools with below-average grades, 
including 163 schools that received F’s, compared to just 10 in 2012.

SCHOOL
FROM A1

Principal Estella Bitson (left) escorts a student to his classroom to apologize to teacher Julia Wyble (right) after he 
was sent to the office for an outburst during class at Hawthorne Elementary School. Wyble is new at Hawthorne, joining 
the staff less than a month ago after a teacher left her position in the middle of the year.  JOHN CLANTON/Tulsa World
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Students Jordan Robinson (left), Kennedy Johnson, Samona Herrion, Aiyana 
Simon and Tatyana Simon walk home from Hawthorne Elementary School in 
sub-freezing weather last month.  MATT BARNARD/Tulsa World
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BY ANDREA EGER
World Staff Writer

Every child who will 
take the Oklahoma 
Core Curriculum Test 
in April is plotted out 
on a bulletin board in a 

small staff work room in the center 
of Hawthorne Elementary School.

There are no photographs, only 
names and numbers to identify 
each one. 

The kids whose numbers have 
landed them in the yellow band 
beneath the kids in green at the 
top and above the kids in red at the 
bottom get all of the attention.

“We call these our bubble kids,” 
Principal Estella Bitson explains. 
“They could either improve and 
pass or slip down into the red.” 

Educators at this north-side 
school — one of 36 across Tulsa 
that received an “F” grade from 
the Oklahoma State Department 
of Education — say their obses-
sive focus on test results, and more 
specifically on tracking student 
progress, is simply standard oper-
ating procedure in at-risk schools 
these days.

The percentage of students who 
score proficient or advanced on 
the state test is almost totally how 
their success is judged, both on an 
individual basis, as professionals, 
and collectively, compared with 
other schools. 

At Hawthorne, raising the grade 
resembles an eight-month chess 
game, with all kinds of complica-
tions and strategy, in order to get 
as many students into the green as 
possible.

Crucial reading skills

In no classrooms are the stakes 
as high as in those of third-grade 
teachers Karesha Solomon and 
Jessica Peer. 

Because of a new state law tak-
ing effect, third-graders who do 
not pass the reading portion of 
the state test will be automatically 
“retained” or held back in the third 
grade come fall.

Students are assessed almost 
immediately at the beginning of 
the year, so teachers know right 
off the bat where their students 
stand. The vast majority of them at 
Hawthorne are not ready for their 
grade level.

“For those students who are 
behind, it’s like teaching a baby 
to drive a car or something,” says 
Solomon, Hawthorne’s lead third-
grade teacher. “I tell every parent 
at the beginning of the year, ‘I can 
guarantee one year of growth from 
where they are’ with the skills I 
can give them.”

With little more than two 
months before the state tests, only 
30 percent of Solomon’s 20 origi-
nal students are on track to pass. 
The remainder of her students fall 
equally into three other catego-
ries — where they should be at 
the beginning of third grade, at a 
second-grade level or “a complete 
first-grade level.”

Teachers meet twice a month 
and go yellow-card child by yel-
low-card child to discuss strategies 
with Bitson and staff development 
teacher Cindy Kearney. Much of 
the discussion revolves around 
standardized test-taking strategies 
that each of the 8-year-olds has yet 
to master, such as eliminating the 
throw-away options on multiple-
choice questions and using extra 
time to double-check answers.

As they review the latest results 
for each student, Solomon brings 
up one who is borderline in read-
ing but says she thinks he will be 
all right because his classroom 
behavior and focus have improved.

Then they get to the entire sec-
ond class of third-graders Solomon 
took into her room in January 
when one of her colleagues re-
signed unexpectedly.

“Any time I can put on record 
— I am concerned about (these) 
kids,” she says to Kearney.

Bombarded by tests

Outside of the meeting, Solomon 
said she doesn’t disagree with 
the spirit of Oklahoma’s Reading 
Sufficiency Act. But she wonders 
whether policymakers considered 
the practical realities of elemen-
tary school curriculum when they 
settled upon third grade as the 
do-or-die year.

“I don’t teach reading,” Solo-
mon said. “I don’t have time to go 

back and teach reading because I 
have to teach kids how to take the 
third-grade test more so than how 
to read. First-grade teachers teach 
reading, and second-grade teach-
ers do a little more. In my opinion, 
a kid should not leave first grade 
without knowing how to read.”

If that revelation is startling, she 
said, consider this: Elementary 
school students are subjected to 
dozens of standardized tests all 
year long. Their progress is tracked 
by principals and even district-lev-
el administrators, and Tulsa teach-
ers are now routinely “exited” for 
lackluster results. 

Students in kindergarten 
through third grade take the 
Measures of Academic Progress, 
or MAP test, a few times a year. 
Hawthorne third-graders, who 
are now under the most intense 
microscope, take a reading, gram-
mar, spelling and math test every 
single Friday. 

“We need to look at that data to 
make sure kids don’t need reteach-
ing,” Bitson explained.  

On top of all of that, students in 
grades three through six — those 
who take state tests for elemen-
tary schools — take the Scholastic 
Reading Inventory, or SRI, three 
times a year to check their literacy 
levels and also TPS benchmark 
or “check-in” tests every four to 
six weeks to track their progress 
toward the ultimate goal of passing 
the state tests in April. 

The SRI result is known as a 
“lexile” score, or reading level, and 
it is commonplace at Hawthorne 
and other Tulsa schools for chil-
dren to be able to recite their latest 
score so they focus on their own 
progress.

Early pressure

Teachers say it is impossible to 
shield children from the stress and 
pressure of all of this testing.

Chinedu Udeh, a fourth-grade 
teacher, said she was stunned by 
the response to a “getting to know 
you” discussion she had the first 
week of school. 

She prompted her students to 
think about what dreams or goals 
they had for their fourth-grade 
year. 

“More than half of the class said 
something to the effect of ‘I’m 
really worried about the OCCT,’ ” 
she said referring to the Oklahoma 
Core Curriculum Test. “I said, 
‘What? It’s August!’ ”

Bitson said all urban teach-
ers need the kind of training that 
Teach for America recruits like 
Udeh receive in how to use student 
achievement data.

The national nonprofit organiza-
tion recruits new college gradu-
ates, many with no background 
in education. All of the recruits 
go through an intensive summer 
training program rooted in the use 
of student data before shipping 
out to complete two-year stints 
in at-risk schools across America, 
including many in Tulsa.

Udeh and her fourth-grade col-
league, Lisa Baker, have had great 
success in raising student achieve-
ment rates — from 2012 to 2013, 
their students’ reading and math 
proficiency shot up from 22 to 57 
percent and from 32 to 53 percent, 
respectively. But Udeh has come to 
view the use of student testing in 
public education today as a double-
edged sword — and particularly 
counterproductive when it is used 
to label students or schools.

“Data, depending on how it is 
used, can be a good or bad thing,” 
Udeh said. “When a kid knows 
they’re growing, they develop a 
growth mindset. My students know, 
‘I am learning this because … .’ But 
we can’t ignore the fact that we are 
under pressure to perform on this 
test. The kids really feel the pres-
sure.”

Andrea Eger 918-581-8470
andrea.eger@tulsaworld.com

Third-grader Laila Vester looks over a question on a test at Hawthorne Elementary School. Students in Karesha Solomon’s class take tests every Friday, and 
many put up folders around their desks to hide their answers. The students won’t be allowed to use the shields during the state tests, when the test conditions will 
be different than in the regular classroom, but Solomon says the folders help the kids feel that nobody is looking at their answers.  JOHN CLANTON/Tulsa World

About the 
reporter

Staff Writer 
Andrea Eger 
has worked at 
the Tulsa World 
since 1999 and 
has covered pub-

lic education since 2000. She has 
completed intensive professional 
development in education report-
ing with the Hechinger Institute 
on Education and the Media at 
Teachers College, Columbia Uni-
versity, and the Education Writers 
Association.

Over the years, her work has 
garnered her two first-place 
awards in investigative individual 
reporting from the Society of 
Professional Journalists – Okla-
homa Pro Chapter and numerous 
first-place awards in education 
reporting from SPJ and the Great 
Plains Journalism Awards, an 
eight-state competition.

Testing a weekly, year-round focus

Estella Bitson, the principal at Hawthorne Elementary School, congratulates 
students including Jaden Perry (right, facing) as they receive awards during the 
first honor roll assembly at the north Tulsa school.  JOHN CLANTON/Tulsa World

Principal Estella Bitson: ‘I pray that I can make a difference’
A moment of silence is observed 

during the short “sunshine as-
sembly” that begins each and every 
school day at Hawthorne Elemen-
tary.

While students squirm and 
teachers “shhhhh,” Principal Es-
tella Bitson says a silent prayer.

“I pray that I can make a differ-
ence for one child that day,” she 
said. 

After the usual announcements, 
the music teacher picks up her 
trumpet, and the computer lab as-
sistant takes his seat at the piano. 

While they play a jazz-style tune, 
the students exit the gymnasium 
class by class, singing, “I will do my 
best, nothing more, nothing less.” 

Bitson, 43, was born and raised 
in Chicago and spent the first 18 
years of her career as a teacher and 
then principal in Jefferson City, 

Mo. Much of that time she worked 
in a poor, rural school where a ma-
jority of students were at-risk.

But almost none of that prepared 
her for what she would encounter 
at Hawthorne when she accepted 
the job here three years ago. 

“There are at least triple the 
environmental concerns with our 
students here. More trauma, more 
death in the families, and little to no 
support from parents,” Bitson said. 

“Parents send us the best they 
have. They want us to educate 
their children, but it’s very hard 
for our students to be at their best 
when they have no food consis-
tently at home or the proper cloth-
ing to come to school,” she said. 

“They’re like little adults with 
adult worries, and they don’t know 
how to be the child they are.” 

Bitson has spearheaded an 

overhaul of Hawthorne in just a 
few short years, and the payoff has 
been a dramatic surge in student 
proficiency rates — from 29 per-
cent overall in 2012 to 46 percent 
in 2013. 

She said she had to challenge 
some teachers who thought it was 
acceptable to show students videos 
all day long and beef up security so 
lax that explosive confrontations 
were frequent between parents 
and teachers and parents and chil-
dren who were not their own. 

“There were times I thought I 
was going to have a nervous break-
down. I would go home and tell my 
husband, ‘I don’t know if I can do 
it,’ ” she said, with a nervous laugh. 

“But they deserve the best that I 
can give. I walk through the door 
every morning because I see kids 
who look just like me growing up.”

Principal Estella Bitson stands in front of the data wall used to track student 
progress in reading and math at Hawthorne Elementary School. Red represents 
the students lagging most behind grade-level, and green shows kids on target. 
Yellow is the “bubble kids” who could go either way. JOHN CLANTON/Tulsa World

Teach for America teacher Chinedu Udeh works with her fourth-grade stu-
dents at Hawthorne Elementary School.  MIKE SIMONS/Tulsa World
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Karesha Solomon works with third-grade student Jordan Edwards at Hawthorne Elementary School. After the other third-grade teacher left unex-
pectedly, both classes were combined into Solomon’s room.  Photos by JOHN CLANTON/Tulsa World
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Turnover 
trouble
It’s the last Monday in 

January, with little more 
than two months before 
students will begin tak-
ing state-mandated tests, 

and Hawthorne Principal Estella 
Bitson opens the weekly faculty 
meeting with more bad news.

“Ms. Grinder is not coming 
back,” she said. 

The departed third-grade 
teacher is the latest of five teacher 
vacancies Hawthorne has had 
to grapple with since students 
returned from winter break.

Superintendents across the state 
have cried foul over a change in 
Oklahoma’s school grade card 
system that caused a giant uptick 
in schools that received an “F” 
— from 10 the first year schools 
were graded to 163 last year. None 
of the political rhetoric is any 
consolation to the educators at 
Hawthorne, one of 36 “F” schools 
in the Tulsa district.

“We don’t need to know we are 
at-risk — we know that,” Bitson 
said. “An ‘F’ doesn’t support us. It 
makes us not want to come back.”

A Tulsa World analysis of 
teacher turnover rates over the 
past four years in Tulsa Public 

Schools shows that Hawthorne 
has the third-highest four-year 
average among graded schools in 
the district at 26 percent. It was 
tied for second-highest turnover 
last year at 41 percent. 

The chronic instability in staff-
ing at Hawthorne isn’t isolated. 

Eight other “F” schools have 
four-year averages near 20 percent 

or even higher, and three of the 
sites have already reached that 
range with mid-year turnover.

These teacher turnover rates are 
likely grossly underreported be-
cause Tulsa Public Schools has not 
included in these calculations the 
teachers who left one TPS site for 

Staff instability 
adds to struggles 
at Hawthorne 
Elementary

Mekhi Oliver works on spelling words and their definitions during class at 
Hawthorne Elementary School.

SEE TEACH A6

ABOUT  
THE SERIES

Oklahoma’s A-F 
grading system is 
intended to be an 
easy way to judge 
the performance of 
public schools. The 
Tulsa World took 
an in-depth look at 
what’s going on in 
one of the 36 local 
schools that re-
ceived failing marks.

Journalists An-
drea Eger, John Clan-
ton, Mike Simons 
and Matt Barnard 
went to Hawthorne 
Elementary School 
during our month-
long project.

Here’s what they 
found.

Sunday
 • Outside challenges 

are overwhelming 
for at-risk schools.

 • Learning is test-
driven at Haw-
thorne.

Today
 • Teacher turnover 

derails progress.

BY ANDREA EGER | World Staff Writer

The Tulsa World takes you inside Hawthorne Elementary School in a two-day series that 
shows the complex social and academic issues facing teachers, students, parents and admin-
istrators at Hawthorne. Read both parts of the series, vignettes, watch videos and view all the 
photos from this project at tulsaworld.com/fschool.
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Vehicles travel west on East 15th 
Street near Utica Avenue during Sun-
day’s winter storm. Sleet and snow 
made roads throughout the area slick 
and hazardous. MIKE SIMONS/Tulsa World

Sleet, wind 
chills slow 
Tulsa area 
to crawl

BY SAMANTHA VICENT
World Staff Writer

A winter storm blasting the 
area Sunday with sleet, snow and 
high winds brought near-record 
cold temperatures, closed schools 
around the state and kept many 
from safely traveling.

Schools in Tulsa and much of east-
ern Oklahoma were closed Monday 
because of the sleet and snow, and 
temperatures that were expected in 
the single digits on Monday morn-
ing, with wind chill values well be-
low zero.

Sunday’s storm, which included 
“thundersleet,” resulted in the city 
seeing a variation in amounts of pre-
cipitation, National Weather Ser-
vice meteorologist Brad McGavock 
said.

Areas in and around Tulsa could 
see up to 4 inches of snow and wind 
chill values up to 15 degrees below 
zero by Monday morning, he said.

“The mixture of (freezing) rain 
and snow and sleet, with the thun-
derstorms and everything, is what 
makes the storm a little more un-

SEE STORM A8

Fallin documents on health care to be held back

BY MICHAEL KING
Oklahoma Watch

Thirty-one documents related to 
the Affordable Care Act that Gov. 
Mary Fallin has refused to release 
and that are the subject of a lawsuit 
against her will be archived and 
made available to the public after 
Fallin leaves office, her spokesman 
said.

Fallin’s office, however, has not 
yet decided whether to stipulate 
that release of the archived records 
be delayed for a certain period after 
her term ends.

“The law states that those docu-
ments will be archived and will 
eventually be open to the public to 
view, either immediately or with 
some delay. They will not be de-
stroyed,” Alex Weintz, communica-

tions director for Fallin, told Okla-
homa Watch in an email.

The documents could be re-
leased sooner if Fallin loses a law-
suit by the American Civil Liberties 
Union and a media website seeking 
the records, but it’s not clear when 

that case will be resolved.
If Fallin were to delay the ar-

chives release, she would be the 
first governor to set such a condi-
tion that state archivists are aware 
of, according to the Oklahoma Ar-
chives and Records Management 

Divisions, which keep records of 
historical importance. Jan Davis, 
administrative archivist, said she 
knew of no similar restrictions set 
by previous governors; papers from 
former governors usually are made 
public as soon as they are pro-
cessed.

Fallin is running for re-election 
this year, which means her office 
would turn over correspondence 
and other records to the State Ar-
chives as early as January 2015 if 

SEE FALLIN A8

 • The 31 documents that are the subject of a 
lawsuit won’t be publicly released just yet. Oklahoma Watch is a nonprofit organization that pro-

duces in-depth and investigative journalism on important 
public-policy issues facing the state. For more Oklahoma 
Watch content, go to www.oklahomawatch.org.

Tulsa area forecast
Monday: Mostly sunny and cold, 
with a high near 19. Wind chill 
values between minus 2 and 
minus 12. North wind 5 to 15 mph, 
with gusts as high as 25 mph.
Monday night: Partly cloudy, with 
a low around 13. Northeast wind 
around 5 mph becoming calm in 
the evening.
Tuesday: Mostly sunny, with a 
high near 39. South wind around 
5 mph.
Tuesday night: Partly cloudy, with 
a low around 23. Southeast wind 
around 5 mph.
Wednesday: A 20 percent chance 
of rain after 9 a.m. Partly sunny, 
with a high near 46. Southeast 
wind around 5 mph becoming 
northeast in the afternoon.

 • Near-record lows 
and dangerous wind 
chill values have closed 
schools around the state.

WEATHER
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another. District officials acknowl-
edge that intradistrict transfers 
are common during the summer 
months. 

While TPS has engaged in ag-
gressive efforts to push out teach-
ers for sub-par instructional skills 
— roughly 200 have been “exited” 
since adopting a new evaluation 
system in 2009 — Bitson said sys-
temic problems with the recruit-
ment and retention of teachers 
have created a revolving door 
for instructors that leaves at-risk 
schools like hers in a particularly 
precarious position.

“This is a cycle that is going to 
take a lot to break,” she said.

Interrupted instruction

Since the beginning of January, 
Hawthorne has seen the arrival of 
new teachers in special education, 
kindergarten, second grade and 
fifth grade.

By this point in the year, the 
school district’s applicant pool has 
reached drought status. 

Bitson was able to persuade an 
administrative applicant who had 
most recently served as principal 
at Victory Christian School to 
finish out the year at the helm of a 
fifth-grade class.

According to district leaders, 
the only third-grade teacher in 
the pipeline who could have filled 
Hawthorne’s latest vacancy opted 
to extend her maternity leave. That 
leaves the school to limp through 
the rest of the year with only sub-
stitutes to help fill the void, even 
though third-grade is a high-stakes 
testing year in Oklahoma. 

A new law taking effect this year 
will require schools to retain (i.e., 
hold back) any third-graders who 
don’t pass the state reading test. 
The first sub to show up is not only 
not a certified teacher, but also she 
has no college degree.

Karesha Solomon, a second-year 
teacher who is already the school’s 
lead third-grade teacher, will keep 
two full classes of third-graders in 
her standard-size classroom. The 
substitute teachers who will cycle 
in and out every couple of weeks 
are simply being asked to help mon-
itor students and grade homework.

“I’ll just teach 35 or 40 instead of 
my 20,” Solomon said. “You have to 
be flexible at this school.”

Their teacher may be flexible, 
but for many of the squirmy 8- and 
9-year-olds crammed elbow to 
elbow before her, adjusting to the 
change has involved acting out and 
testing boundaries.

At 12:45 p.m. that Wednesday, 
the third day since the other 
teacher’s departure was formal-
ized, Solomon showed up in the 
school office with one of her new 
charges, who was in tears. 

The boy had flat-out refused to 
go to math class. 

“He just said, ‘I’m not going.’ 
I’ve had a hard time with him all 
week,” she said. 

“I would send him to ISS (in-
school suspension), but he would 
miss instruction. To me, it’s best 
for him to stay in class if the parent 
will help,” she explained, dialing 
his mother’s phone number. 

Another student’s mother said 
the middle-of-the-year disruption 
may be less than ideal, but she 
thinks the school’s response has 
been excellent and that her child 
ended up with a better teacher.

“His teacher has been absent 
a lot, and I really like the other 
teacher because she sends him 
home with a thorough homework 
packet every Monday,” said Shar-
lén Smith, mother of 8-year-old 
Nathan Cole. “I feel like they have 
a pretty good staff here, and the 
principal is one of the only princi-
pals I’ve dealt with that I can call 
and she’s always responsive.”

Not for everyone

Bitson describes the hiring 
process in her three years at Haw-
thorne as a constant uphill battle. 

On top of Oklahoma’s statewide 
teacher shortage, an inner-city 
district such as TPS has an even 
harder time attracting applicants 
for its toughest teaching jobs.

Of the 26 certified positions at 
Hawthorne, Bitson was charged 
with filling one part-time and eight 
full-time positions for the 2013-14 
school year. In the spirit of team-
work, she asked a committee of 
teachers to help her interview and 
select applicants last spring. 

Everyone departed for summer 
feeling confident they had found 
individuals who could help them 
build on their already significant 

achievement gains. Then one by 
one, six of those hires backed out 
of their verbal commitments to 
Hawthorne before August. 

Bitson had to begin the hiring 
process again.

“Late hiring is a challenge and an 
obstacle to ensuring you have the 
best possible teachers in the high-
est-need schools. Historically, this 
has always been the case, and it has 
been exacerbated by the teacher 
shortage,” TPS Chief Human Capi-
tal Officer Talia Shaull said.

The Hawthorne principal knows 
the struggle only too well.

“We don’t get the quality teach-

ers because there is kind of a 
stigma on north-side schools about 
the behaviors of students,” Bitson 
said. “A lot of times, we get the 
new teachers with no experience.”

Kerri Ishem, a first-grade 
teacher who is in her fifth year 
at Hawthorne, said the extreme 
challenges and constant obstacles 
teachers face there are just too 
much for most.

“This environment is not a fit for 
everyone,” Ishem said. “When you 
first come here, you think all kids 
can learn — and they can — but 
it’s not what you think. It’s almost 
like you have to fight them to teach 
them; it’s a constant battle to con-
vince them that this is important.” 

Bitson, one of the more seasoned 
principals in TPS, said she tries to 
prepare new teachers and assure 
them that she will support them in 
maintaining a safe and orderly envi-
ronment and a focus on academics.

“I tell new teachers, ‘These kids 
can make it so bad you won’t even 
want to be here.’ If they sense 
you’re afraid or you can’t handle 
it, they will challenge you all day 

because it’s how they’ve learned to 
act from experience. They’re like 
little adults,” Bitson said. 

Instability wreaks havoc

When the departures occur 
midyear, it’s especially disruptive 
to student achievement and the 
school climate, but it can also be 
devastating for kids.

Bitson said that for Hawthorne’s 
at-risk students, trusting the adults 
in their lives is not a given. 

“When teachers walk out the 
door, that trust is a major concern 
because so many people come and 
go out of their lives. Sometimes, 
teachers do the same thing.” 

Then she pointed to the unusually 
long line of students heading from 
the cafeteria back to the in-school 
suspension room as proof of the dis-
ruption to the school climate caused 
by all of the midyear staff churn.

“This has been a rough week,” 
Bitson said. “I am going to talk to 
my teachers because we are going 
to have to do some of the trust-
building activities we did at the 
beginning of the school year. These 
kids notice — even if they’re not in 
a class with a new teacher — and 
start testing boundaries,” she said.

Nowhere was that on greater 
display than among the students 
of Debbie LaRochelle, the new 
fifth-grade teacher who came from 
a private school setting. 

“It’s a totally different culture. 
There’s a great amount of disre-
spect,” she said in a group discus-
sion at a faculty meeting.

She has been paired up to team 
teach with the other fifth-grade 
teacher because her students have 
already been through the resigna-
tion of their first teacher and a 
couple of substitute stints. 

When the other teacher took most 
of the fifth-graders to the computer 
lab for a reading exercise, LaRo-
chelle was left to conduct a unit 
review about English settlers with 
the dozen remaining students on her 
own. She tried to carry on with only 
a few students responding to her 
questions while the others wreaked 
one kind of havoc or another. 

Two girls in the front were 
taunting and threatening each 
other with physical violence 
while two boys in the back col-
ored Christmas posters and used 
scissors to destroy pencils and to 
antagonize a girl seated near them. 

LaRochelle plowed ahead with 
the quizzing as a couple of students 
got up and walked out of the room 
and others hollered at one another.

Everything came to a grinding 
halt when one of the two girls who 
were about to come to blows at the 
front of the room raised her hand, 
then blurted out, “She called me 
the B-word!”

Andrea Eger 918-581-8470
andrea.eger@tulsaworld.com
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Comparison of teacher turnover 
rates in Tulsa’s ‘F’ schools
 4-year average 2013-14
School (2009-13) to date
McLain Junior High 29.4% 0%
McClure Elementary 26% 25%
Hawthorne Elementary 25.8% 11.5%
Tulsa MET High 23.9% 0%
Central Junior High 21.9% 19.2%
Hale Junior High 21.1% 8.3%
Hamilton Elementary 18.2% 7%
Jackson Elementary 18.1% 3.8%
Mitchell Elementary 18% 6.1%
Anderson Elementary 16.6% 3.3%
Burroughs Elementary 16.5% 7.4%
Clinton Middle 16.4% 11.4%
McKinley Elementary 15.6% 10.8%
TRAICE Middle 15.5% 11.8%
Academy Central Elementary 14.9% 14.8%
Marshall Elementary 14.7% 8.6%
MacArthur Elementary 14.2% 12.9%
Celia Clinton Elementary 14.2% 7.3%
Whitman Elementary 14.1% 20%
Sequoyah Elementary 13.4% 6.3%
Mark Twain Elementary 13.2% 9.7%
Memorial Junior High 12.6% 2.7%
Gilcrease Elementary 12.5% 12%
Tulsa MET Junior High 12.5% 0%
Kendall-Whittier Elementary 12.3% 5.4%
Skelly Elementary 11.5% 8.7%
Kerr Elementary 11.3% 5.3%
Peary Elementary 10.3% 0%
Chouteau Elementary  10.2% 9.1%
Jones Elementary 10.2% 0%
East Central Junior High 9.7% 2.3%
Key Elementary 9% 5.3%
Park Elementary 8.3% 8.3%
Robertson Elementary 8.2% 3.4%
Emerson Elementary 6% 4.5%
TPS district 12.9% 7%

Note: TPS does not include teacher turn-
over from transfers within the district, 
which are common, so these figures are 
likely underreported.
Source: Tulsa Public Schools

Closer look at Hawthorne’s teacher turnover
     2013-14
Academic year 2009-10 2010-11 2011-12 2012-13 to date
Teacher turnover rate 19.4% 9.7% 33.3% 40.7% 11.5% 
Note: Teacher turnover rates include all certified employees paid on the teacher 
salary schedule including counselors, librarians and nurses.

Highest/lowest teacher turnover rates in TPS over past four years
Highest
 4-year Current year State
School average to date grade
1. ECDC-Reed 32.9% 16.7% Not graded
2. McLain Junior High 29.4% 0.0% F
3. McClure Elementary 26.0% 25.0% F
4. Hawthorne Elementary 25.8% 11.5% F
5. Monroe Demonstration (6-8) 25.6% 5.6% D
6. Tulsa MET High School 23.9% 0.0% F
7. Penn Elementary 23.3% 20.8% D-
8. Central Junior High 21.9% 19.2% F
9. Hale Junior High 21.1% 8.3% F
10. Hale High 20.8% 9.0% D-
Lowest
1. Mayo Demonstration School 2.7% 4.5% C
2. Grimes Elementary 3.2% 4.5% D
3. Lanier Elementary 3.3% 0.0% A-
4. Lindbergh Elementary 3.7% 0.0% D-
5. Salk Elementary 4.3% 4.9% B-
6. Disney Elementary 4.9% 1.7% D
7. Booker T. Washington High 4.9% 4.1% A+
8. Carnegie Elementary 5.1% 3.3% A+
9. Patrick Henry Elementary 5.3% 0.0% B-
10. Grissom Elementary 5.6% 3.3% A-

Source: Tulsa Public Schools/Tulsa World

TEACH
FROM A1

Teacher Karesha Solomon:  
‘I tell the kids “I’m just like you, but …” ’

Karesha Solomon walked over 
the same railroad tracks and was 
chased by stray dogs back to her 
grandmother’s house along the 
same neighborhood streets tra-
versed by her students at Haw-
thorne Elementary School.

She tells those stories so they 
know she can relate to their cur-
rent circumstances.

Then she tells them the rest of 
the story — so they might imagine 
something better for their futures. 

“I tell the kids ‘I’m just like 

you, but … there’s a but,’ ” said the 
27-year-old, laughing. 

“My parents expected us to go 
to college, so they worked hard 
— my dad worked nights and 
my mom worked early, so they 
dropped us off at our grandmoth-
er’s house around the corner. We 
all went to college, and I want to 
show them they can, too. That’s 
the but.”

Solomon has an 18-month-old of 
her own at home and teaches in an 
after-school enrichment program 

to earn extra income. 
She is only in her second full 

year of teaching, but she did her 
student teaching at Hawthorne 
before that. The irony of a second-
year teacher serving as a school’s 
lead third-grade teacher is not lost 
on her.

“Technically, I’m still a new 
teacher. I should have some old 
lady telling me, ‘Do this, don’t do 
that.’ But I’ve had to grow up re-
ally quick in my profession here,” 
Solomon said.

Saniyah Oliver (left) and Amalia Noble get ready for class while their teacher Karesha Solomon greets students and 
other teachers in the hallway at Hawthorne Elementary School. JOHN CLANTON/Tulsa World

Students in Karesha Solomon’s class line up against the wall as they wait to be dismissed for lunch at Hawthorne Elementary School. Because the other third-
grade teacher left after winter break, Solomon now teaches a class of almost 40 kids with help from a substitute teacher.  Photos by JOHN CLANTON/Tulsa World

Principal Estella Bitson talks with students in the lunch line while making 
rounds at Hawthorne Elementary School in north Tulsa.
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Teaching assistant  
Fred Freeman: 

‘Things are so very, 
very different today’

Fred Freeman is 65 years old but says he 
can’t retire from his teaching assistant position 
at Hawthorne Elementary School because too 
many kids there lack a good, male role model. 

He works all day long in the school computer 
lab with kids who need extra help in reading 
and math. And he stays late with the principal’s 
secretary, Lynne Hill, to run another educa-
tional program that is expertly disguised as an 
extra-curricular activity. 

Through the Hawthorne Ambassadors group, 
students in kindergarten through sixth grade get 
to learn choral music and public speaking and 
perform at events in school and throughout the 
community. 

Being a Hawthorne Ambassador requires 
kids to maintain good academic, attendance and 
behavior records.

“We’re at 45 students now, but we have had as 
many as 70. Parents have to sign a contract, too, 
ensuring that they will bring their children,” 
Freeman said. “It gives the kids an outlet to get 
up on stage in front of people, which they love, 
but in the process, they’re learning manners, 
articulation and striving for excellence.”

He admits to getting discouraged at times 
but said he loves working for Principal Estella 
Bitson because she holds everyone to high 
standards. 

He said too many of Hawthorne’s students 
suffer from too much inconsistency in their 
lives.

“Things are so very, very different today. They 
come from homes that are split up, messed up, 
so it’s important for me to give them what I had 
in school growing up — teachers who really 
invested themselves in students,” Freeman said.

Fredrick Freeman passes out scripts to students 
in his Hawthorne Ambassadors choir group before a 
performance at Hawthorne Elementary School. 
JOHN CLANTON/Tulsa World

Search for more teachers

BY ANDREA EGER
World Staff Writer

According to rules negotiated 
with Tulsa Public Schools 
by the local teachers union, 
teachers can request a trans-
fer within the district any 

time. And district leaders readily admit 
that it is common practice for principals 
to “steal” teachers away from other sites 
year-round.

Ken Calhoun, executive director of hu-
man capital at TPS, said the district only 
recently began requiring the approval of 
the sending and the receiving principals 
for transfers when school is in session.  

Each year, Tulsa teachers sign an an-
nual employment contract for 176 days 
of work, but by union-negotiated agree-
ment, they are allowed up to 10 sick days 
and five personal days, plus 20 more work 
days off with substitute pay deducted 
from their paycheck. 

If they sign the TPS contract and then 
leave for another district, Calhoun said 
recourse is provided by state law, but it’s 
not commonly enforced among the public 
school districts.

“The contract is not really binding 
because the law says if we wanted to 
keep someone under contract, Dr. (Keith) 

Ballard has to go before the state Board 
of Education to petition them to hold the 
teacher’s certification, and nobody does 
that,” Calhoun said.

Chief Human Capital Officer Talia 
Shaull said holding the teacher’s certi-
fication is not a good option because “I 
don’t want to keep somebody who doesn’t 
want to be here, who doesn’t get up every 
morning and want to make a difference in 
the life of those children.”

The school district has turned to a 
national nonprofit organization called 
TNTP that recruits and trains teachers to 

get help finding more applicants. Since 
2009, it has also relied heavily on the 
Teach for America organization to bring 
in recent college graduates from a variety 
of educational backgrounds to commit to 
two years of teaching in Tulsa schools.

TPS has been getting 75 new Teach for 
America corps members each year but 
will soon ask the school board to increase 
that number to 100 to help address its 
teaching shortage.

Hawthorne has only two corps mem-
bers — some sites have many more than 
that — and Principal Estella Bitson said 
there is a good chance both will be de-
parting at the end of this year.

Chinedu Udeh, a fourth-grade teacher 
recruited by Teach for America after her 
graduation from Dartmouth University, 
said she wants to stay because she really 
cares about Hawthorne’s students and 
thrives on the academic focus and sup-
port of Bitson. 

But the ties that bind are drawing her 
away from Tulsa.

“I just got engaged, and my fiance is in 
finance. He’s in Boston now but can’t get 
a job (here) that would pay him nearly 
what he can make on the coasts, so we’re 
planning to move together to the L.A. 
area, where I’m from,” she said. 

“It’s something TFA really needs to 
look at — take more corps members from 
Texas or Oklahoma so there’s a better 
chance they can stay.”

Andrea Eger 918-581-8470
andrea.eger@tulsaworld.com

Fourth-grade teacher Chinedu Udeh (center) plays a game with students after school at Hawthorne Elementary. Udeh, a Teach for America 
corps member, says she really cares about the students and thrives on the academic focus and support of Principal Estella Bitson, but she 
recently got engaged and probably will be moving to the Los Angeles area with her fiance. MIKE SIMONS/Tulsa World

 • TPS is working with a 
national nonprofit, as well as 
Teach for America.

About the reporter
Staff Writer Andrea 

Eger has worked at the 
Tulsa World since 1999 
and has covered public 
education since 2000. 
She has completed 
intensive professional 

development in education reporting with 
the Hechinger Institute on Education and 
the Media at Teachers College, Columbia 
University, and the Education Writers 
Association.

Over the years, her work has garnered 
her two first place awards in investigative 
individual reporting from the Society of 
Professional Journalists – Oklahoma Pro 
Chapter and numerous first place awards 
in education reporting from SPJ and the 
Great Plains Journalism Awards, an eight-
state competition.

OKLAHOMA’S A-F GRADING SYSTEM   Student proficiency rates in core subjects, as determined by state-mandated standardized tests, are converted into “per-
formance index” scores that account for half of every school and district’s grade. The remaining 50 percent of a school’s 

grade is determined through an analysis of how a school’s or district’s student scores in math and reading compared to the previous year’s. Bonus points can be earned for strong rates of student attendance, 
graduation, participation in advanced coursework and college entrance exams, and low dropouts. The 2013 calculation method resulted in nearly three times as many schools with below-average grades, 
including 163 schools that received F’s, compared to just 10 in 2012.

Why would someone choose to send 
their child to an “F” school?

Judi Wilson should know. She has 
driven not one but two of her daughters 
from their neighborhood near downtown 
all the way up Peoria Avenue to East 33rd 
Street North so they can attend Haw-
thorne Elementary School. 

“This is not an ‘F’ school,” she said 
matter-of-factly. “My oldest daughter 
who went here is getting ready to gradu-
ate from TU this spring, and my young-
est daughter is in the fifth grade and has 
great teachers.”

Wilson was volunteering in the office, 
putting items in teachers’ mailboxes and 
greeting midmorning visitors as they 
walked in the front doors. 

As one of only five parent members 
in the Hawthorne PTA, she spends a 
lot of time in the building. She said she 
questions the state’s method for grading 
schools.

“I don’t see how the criteria changed 
so much last year, so a school that made 
like 18 percent improvement in student 
achievement gets an F,” Wilson said. 
“What does that do for morale? So you 
change all of this. Does that happen again 
next year?”

Wilson’s fifth-grader, Jamarie Wilson, 
is student body president, has perfect 
attendance and was among the 140 
students recently named to Hawthorne’s 
honor roll.

In all of the years Wilson has been 
involved in her children’s education, she 
has noticed some big changes — namely a 
significant decrease in the involvement of 
other parents at the school.

“Parents, just show up and let your 

kids know you care,” she said. “We could 
do so much more if we had more volun-
teers.”

She is also troubled by a decline in 
funding for instructional materials.

“My oldest daughter would bring text-
books home. Then we went to checking 
textbooks out from class. 

“Now, Jamarie just brings home copy 
papers, and it’s hard because she can’t go 
back to the textbook if she needs help. 
Everything they do in this school is on 
copy paper, and the copy machines are 
always broken and they’re always run-
ning out of paper,” she said. “Resources 
have gone down.”

Judi Wilson (left) talks with Joshua Wilson, a second-grader not related to her, after he 
bumped his head on the playground and waits for a parent to pick him up. Wilson is a volun-
teer at the school. JOHN CLANTON/Tulsa World

Paraprofessional  
Karen Roach:  

‘Sometimes, the 
only kind word and 
only hug they get  

is from you’
Karen Roach is the longest-serving employee 

in the building, having arrived as a mere sub-
stitute teacher for a two-week assignment at 
Hawthorne in 1982. Back then, she would have 
scoffed at the notion of staying 32 days, let alone 

32 years.
But one 

request to 
sub led to 
another and 
before long, 
Roach was 
hired full 
time as an as-
sistant to two 
kindergarten 
teachers. She 
has worked 
in many 
positions 
through-

out the building and has been a witness to the 
changing tides in the three decades since.

“Classroom size was large, then it was shrunk. 
Now it’s large again,” she said. “Now teachers 
have to spend more time trying to discipline 
than teaching. Sometimes experience is the best 
teacher, but they took all the seasoned teachers 
out of the classroom who could help mentor the 
new ones. They retired them and started bring-
ing in the new ones right out of college.”

Roach, a licensed minister, also works with 
youths through her position as assistant to the 
pastor at Vernon Chapel AME Church. 

Although the work has never been more dif-
ficult, what keeps her coming back nowadays is 
her promise to her great-niece, a second-grader, 
to remain at Hawthorne until the girl leaves for 
Carver Middle School.

“I want to help the children. Sometimes, the 
only kind word and only hug they get is from 
you,” Roach said. “The story of the little engine 
that could is my favorite story to tell them — I 
try to keep them encouraged.”

Then she added: “I wouldn’t want to be any-
where but a school. This is where I need to be. I 
plan to retire in three years, but that might not 
happen.”

Karen Roach, a special education 
paraprofessional, is the longest-
serving staff member at Haw-
thorne. JOHN CLANTON/Tulsa World

Parent Judi Wilson: ‘This is not an “F” school’
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