Colby

Volume 90
Issue 2 Spring 2001

Colby Magazine

Article 11

April 2001

Charting Success: James Verrilli '83 fashions a school for inner-
city Newark

Gerry Boyle
Colby College

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.colby.edu/colbymagazine

6‘ Part of the Educational Methods Commons

Recommended Citation

Boyle, Gerry (2001) "Charting Success: James Verrilli '83 fashions a school for inner-city Newark," Colby
Magazine: Vol. 90 : Iss. 2, Article 11.

Available at: https://digitalcommons.colby.edu/colbymagazine/vol90/iss2/11

This Contents is brought to you for free and open access by the Colby College Archives at Digital Commons @
Colby. It has been accepted for inclusion in Colby Magazine by an authorized editor of Digital Commons @ Colby.


http://www.colby.edu/
http://www.colby.edu/
https://digitalcommons.colby.edu/colbymagazine
https://digitalcommons.colby.edu/colbymagazine/vol90
https://digitalcommons.colby.edu/colbymagazine/vol90/iss2
https://digitalcommons.colby.edu/colbymagazine/vol90/iss2/11
https://digitalcommons.colby.edu/colbymagazine?utm_source=digitalcommons.colby.edu%2Fcolbymagazine%2Fvol90%2Fiss2%2F11&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/1227?utm_source=digitalcommons.colby.edu%2Fcolbymagazine%2Fvol90%2Fiss2%2F11&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://digitalcommons.colby.edu/colbymagazine/vol90/iss2/11?utm_source=digitalcommons.colby.edu%2Fcolbymagazine%2Fvol90%2Fiss2%2F11&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages

CHARTING SUCCESS

Fames Vervilli °8 3 fashions a school for inner-city Newark

By Gerry Boyle 78, photos by Brian Speer



ames Verrilli ‘83 has heard it many times before. The suggestion

is that students at North Star Academy in Newark, N.J., do so well
on assessment tests because they've been “creamed,” skimmed
from the top of the pool of thousands of kids in the city’s conven-
tional—and troubled—public schools. When the suggestion was made
yet again during a recent interview, Verrilli tried not to bristle.

“I would disagree,” he said. “I think people say that because poor folks have never had a choice. Rich
folks get choices all the time. They choose where they want to live, they choose what community they
want their house in. They choose what private school or public school they want their kids to go to. Poor
tolks don’t get a choice. We give them a choice and we automatically say, ‘Oh, well, only the best ones
will take the choice.” I say, ‘Garbage.” I say every parent cares about their kid.”

North Star Academy, founded by Verrilli and colleague Norman Atkins, is just three years old and
already one of the two top performers on standardized assessment tests among Newark’s more than 40
public schools. While Verrilli is quick to acknowledge problems with standardized tests, he also accepts
that they are “the coin of the realm” in today’s public schools. His bottom line is this: North Star gives
poor urban families a choice. When they snap it up, Verrilli couldn’t be less surprised.

His respect and empathy for disadvantaged kids has grown over the more than 20 years since he first
arrived at Colby from suburban Connecticut. At Colby, faculty members soon raised his awareness of
socialissues, he said. He volunteered as a Big Brother in Waterville and saw the impact of poverty on his
voung friend and the boy’s family. A Sea-Mester program took
Verrilli to the Caribbean, where he was confronted by the pov-
erty there. After graduation, he went back to work on a Sea- L

Mester ship and saw deplorable living conditionsin Haiti. From !
that experience his course was set: two years in the Jesuit Vol- =
unteer Corps, working as a tenant organizer in the Bronx and !F
Newark; a stint as a teacher in a private community school in T
Newark; a graduate degree in education from Brown, where ;
he worked in tough city schools in Providence; back to New- g 2
ark, where he was principal of Project Link community school.

Then, with Atkins, Verrilli founded North Star, an amal-
gam of what he had learned in years in inner-city education.
“We have a long mission statement,” he said, “but if I had to
boil it down to one or two sentences, it’s to provide a high
quality, world-class education to kids in Newark by building a



£ ¥ =5 .
strong sense of community and providing rigorous acadenics, in hopes
that those two things will give them the foundation to make them the
masters of their own destiny.”

That may seem a bit high flown on the page; it isn’t when vou hear
it from Verrilli. He and his colleagues are absolutely, 70-hours-a-week
serious about giving students from Newark a sanctuary where they can
thrive, a refuge from the violence and dysfunction that is part of their
world outside of school. Verrilli calls it their “educational justice.”

North Star Academy is a public school option very different from
the big urban schools from which it accepts students. This charter
school is marked by order and discipline, rigorous teaching standards
and equally rigorous expectations for learning. On a Tuesday morn-
ing in February, it looked like this:

Students gathered in the cafeteria. With one exception—that stu-

Do you think there is a place for a voucher system in American education?

dent would be asked to apologize to the
group—they wore the North Star uni-
form of dark green school polo shirt
and khakis. The school’s core values
were posted on the wall: caring, respect,
responsibility, justice. Students intro-
duced themselves by name with the
same greeting: “Welcome to North
Star.” If they sounded a bit blasé, it
could be because the school attracts
about 1,000 visitors a year. Recent
drop-ins included George W. Bush.
Former New Jersey Gov. Christine
Whitman has stopped in several times.

This morning, the sound of West
African drums called students into a
circle, with Verrilli at the center. He
told a Vietmamese folktale about a rice
farmer who went into debt to send his
son to school. The moral, picked out
by one student, was that education
made the son clever so he could out-
smart the evil moneylender. With that
reinforcement, classes began.

In North Star classes, there is no dead air. Fifth grade math was
rhy'thmic recitation of multiplication tables punctuated by questions
from the teacher, Julie Jackson. Hands shot into the air. The correct
answer was rewarded with a ticket to be added to the pot for a draw-
ing at the end of the week. Then the next table began. “Twelve, twenty-
four, thirty-six, forty-eight . . .”

The pace of the class was relentless. Jackson, charged with bringing
lagging students up to grade level, had the peripheral vision of a hawk—
not to spot transgressions but to ensure that nobody is left behind. “She
holds them in the very highest esteem,” Verrilli said in the doorway.

A tour of classes in the upper grades showed less recitadon but equally
intense interaction between teachers and students. There was no fidg-
eting, much less misbehavior. Earlier, Verrilli had explained the stages
of discipline at the school, but it seemed these students would never

Dee O'Heron Pederson '70

The Blake School. Hopkins, Minn.

| am a passionate advocate for vouchers since
| have taught in a public school, a Catholic
school and an elite private school. and |
sincerely believe that one size does not fit all.
Presently, only the wealthy have the option to
enroll their children in the school that best
suits them, and | feel this is discrimination.
Every child should have the best possible
opportunity to attend a private school if the
public school is not working for them. If the
voucher system is instituted | feel very strongly
that the government should not be able to
legislate how the private schools are run.
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Geoff Becker '80

Fiction Wiiter and Assistant Professor of English,
Towson University, Towson, Maryland.

| find the proponents of so-called vouchers to
be pushing something at best simplistic, and
more likely dishonest. Just try sending your
kid to private school with $1800, or whatever
it is that is going to be diverted back into your
pocket. | like capitalism as much as the next
Wal-Mart shopper, but free-markets are not the
answer to everything; as a society, we ought
to (and supposedly do) agree that certain
things—education, health care—benefit ALL
of us. The shameful quality of some public
schools needs to be addressed, but by raising
teachers’ salaries and focusing on what takes
place in the classroom.

Frances Birkinbine Welch '72

Lnstructional Assistant, Cheshire Public Schools-
Special Education, Cheshire, Conn.

| strongly disagree with President Bush'’s
voucher system. There is no question that
certain schools, especially inner-city schools,
are not providing good educational opportuni-
ties, but letting the families of any of those
schools “jump ship” with money to go
elsewhere is not going to help that school
improve itself. Substantial money is needed
for motivated faculty, adequate facility
improvements/repairs and updated resources,
all of which are lacking now in so many of
these schools.



James Verrilli, at left, recounts a folktale to students during morning “community circle” at North Star Academy,
the charter school Verrilli co-founded in Newark, N.J. The school’s disciplined approach to learning has increased
achievements and aspirations of students, including those in Julie Jackson’s math class, shown below. Ms. Jackson’s
fifth grade students answer a series of rapid-fire questions, an unrelenting pace that continues for much of the period.

step out of line. That, Verrilli said, was the result of weeks
and months of very hard work. “It’s a little bit like a ;
boot camp experience when they first come,” he said. 3
“They’ve had a lot of experience with adults who say ——
things they don’t mean. And we mean what we say.”
They say there is no fighting. No disrespect to-
ward teachers or peers. And no place to hide. “We
know everything they do, we watch everything they &
do,” Verrilli said. “The standards of behavior here,
it’s a much higher bar than it is in the schools they >
come from. In the schools they come from there’s a ==
lot of chaos, a lot of violence. It varies from teacher ™%
to teacher. You might have a good teacher, there might —
be a lot of order in the room. You don’t have a good #

teacher, it’s chaotic.”

Because of its small size, North Star’s teachers are
evaluated frequently. Because of the longer school day
and school year (September to late July), they tend to & ™
be dedicated by nature. They gauge their effectiveness not only by
assessment tests but by students’ aspirations. “They told me I can do
anything [ want to,” said ninth grader Marron Pickett, “so I want to
go to Harvard. None of my family members went to college so that’s

something [ definitely want to do.”

Verrilli said the job won’t be done until North Star places its first
class of students in colleges three years from now. And though he’s

Michelle Farrell '01

Education minor

There seems to be an extreme amount of
“crisis talk” surrounding the subject of
education reform. At this point | am encour-
aged by the current debate because through
the discourse we could arrive at some
valuable changes in how we “do school.”
Unfortunately, oftentimes when reform is
considered the teachers (direct educators of
the students) are not heard from, and more
important, students are not able to voice their
opinions in the discussions.
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pleased with the school’s performance, he is the first to admit that

the North Star model isn’t the solution to all of the problems facing
the nation’s schools.
“I think we have one of many answers,” he said, “a piece of the puzzle

here. The problemis people are looking for simple answers. There’s no

Are you encouraged or discouraged by the current education reform debate?

Cindy Rosenbaum '01

Education minor

| am both encouraged and discouraged. | am
encouraged by people like Alfie Kohn [author
and outspoken critic of the use of grades and
test scores] who challenge current assump-
tions about education. People like Kohn take
the perspective of, and certainly listen to,
students, parents and teachers. | become
discouraged by many articles | read in the
major newspapers about state and federal
politicans who are willing to put their faith in a
single measure of success or failure: stan-
dardized test scores. | feel that standardized
test scores should be considered as a way to
look at what is happening within a school, or a
classroom, but not the only way to do so.

simple answer. The problem is poverty. And until we solve that, we're
not going to solve the educational problems of this country.”

Karin Felmly '01

Education minor

For the most part, | am encouraged by the
education reform debate because it shows that
our nation is finally paying much-needed
attention to schools and young children. While a
solution may not be easy to reach, considering
the debates on testing standards and contro-
versy over achievement levels, awareness is a
crucial first step. After learning from Colby
professors and working for the Department of
Education in D.C., | now realize that there are
people who are truly devoted to improving
education in America. Education reform is not a
lost cause, it is merely a challenge.
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