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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, Verril l i  said, was the result of weeks >'t.

and months of very hard work. " It's a l i ttle bit l ike a ;& 
boot camp experience when they first come," he said. · 

"They've had a lot of experience with adults who say 0 
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," Verri l l i  sa id .  "The standards of behavior here, 
i t's a much higher bar than i t  i s  in the schools they 
come from. In the schools they come from there's a 
lot of chaos, a lot of violence. I t  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, i t's chaotic." 

Because of its small size,  North Star's teachers are 
evaluated frequently. Because of tl1e longer school day 
and school year (September to late J uly), tl1ey 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 I 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 
sometlung I definitely want to do." 

pleased with tl1e school's performance, he is  the first to admit  that 
the Nortl1 Star model isn't tl1e solution to al l  of the problems facing 
tl1e nation's schools. 

Verri l l i  said tl1e job won't be done until North Star places i ts first 
class of students in colleges tl1ree years from now. And though he's 

" I  clUnk we have one of many answers," he said, "a piece of the puzzle 
here. The problem is  people are looking for simple answers. There's no 
simple answer. The problem is poverty. And until we solve mat, we're 
not going to solve tl1e educational problems of this country." 

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

Michelle Farrell '01  
Education minor 
There seems to be an extreme amount of 
" cr is is ta l k "  surrounding the subject of 
education reform. At this point I am encour
aged by the current debate because through 
the d iscourse we coul d  arrive at some 
valuable changes in how we "do school ." 
U nfortunately, oftentimes when reform is 
considered the teachers (d i rect educators of 
the students) are not heard from, and more 
i m portant, students are not able to voice their 

opin ions in  the d iscussions. 

Cindy Rosenbaum '01 
Educntion mino1· 
I am both encouraged and d iscouraged. I am 
encouraged by people l i ke Alfie Kohn [author 
and outspoken critic of the use of grades and 
test scores] who chal lenge current assump
tions about education. People l i ke Kohn take 

the perspective of, and certa in ly  l i sten to, 
students, parents and teachers. I become 
discouraged by many articles I read in the 

major newspapers about state and federal 
pol it icans who are wi l l i ng to put their faith in  a 
s ingle measure of success or fa i l ure: stan

dardized test scores. I feel that standardized 
test scores shou ld be considered as a way to 
look at what i s  happening with in  a school ,  or a 
classroom , but not the only way to do so. 

Karin Felmly '01 
Educntion mi77oT 
For the most part, I 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. , I 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 chal lenge. 
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