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Preface


The phone in my mother’s room blared at 6:15 on a Sunday morning. It was for me. I was a college senior at home for Thanksgiving break. I had been out drinking the night before with a college friend, Karla, who lived down the street. I stumbled into my mom’s room trying to wake up as I walked.


Karla was on the line. “Mike, can you come over? They broke into our house last night.”


“Aw, man, I’m so sorry. Are you okay?” I said.


“It’s my dad, Mike,” she replied. “They shot him.”


“Oh my God, Karla,” I said, “I’ll be right there. Is he okay?”


“He’s dead.” She sobbed. “They killed him.” She cried into the phone and then hung up.


I threw on a sweatshirt and some jeans, and made the longest two-block walk of my life.


Police clustered around the door and front room of Karla’s home as I made my way through. Court testimony later revealed that the killers were hiding in the bushes across the street. These same two men had broken into a home the week before, bound and gagged a man, and assaulted his wife in front of him.


But all I knew at that time was that Karla and her college roommate, who had come home with her for the weekend, were sitting numb at the kitchen table, and I had been called to comfort them.


This was not the first time that murder had rocked our block. When I was in kindergarten, my classmate who lived a few doors down from Karla came home to find his mother lying dead on the kitchen floor. She had been beaten by the man who gave her a ride home from a car dealership.


When I was a sophomore in high school, a sixteen-year-old girl who lived three houses down was shot dead by the fifteen-year-old father of their newborn child. Her sister was also shot but survived; that night, at age thirteen, she became the mother of her nephew.


The murder that hurt the most happened that same fall. About a mile from my home, at about midnight Melody Rucker was standing on her porch waving goodbye to the last of her friends who had come to celebrate her sweet-sixteen birthday party at her home. A passing car, filled with fifteen-year-old boys who had been denied entrance to the party a few hours earlier, fired a shotgun at her house. The blast struck Melody, who died in her father’s arms.


Melody was the popular girl at Benedictine High School, a Catholic school across the street from my grade school. Most of the kids I knew loved Melody and wanted revenge, including me. Her murder was one of those tragedies that saddened a city. A few days later, her killers were caught, one of whom turned out to be a friend of mine. How do you exact revenge on a person you love?


In 1987, the year I graduated from high school, the impact of crack and of gangs that used kids to sell drugs had ravished the city. That year, 365 children aged sixteen and under were shot, and forty-three of them died. I remember those numbers because it meant that one child was shot every day of the year, and forty-three was also the number of people killed in the Detroit riots of 1967, two years before I was born. As a kid growing up, it felt like the adults around me were still trying to finish the arguments that fueled the riots rather than focusing on solutions to the everyday violence.


So by the time I sat with Karla and her roommate to comfort them on that Sunday morning in 1990, random killings had become a part of life for me. They hardened me and confounded me at the same time. I went to God often in these times, asking him why he allows these things to happen. And what I heard back was, “This isn’t my will” and “You can do something about this.”


I’ve been consumed by that challenge for the last twenty-five years. In my first job out of college, I taught welfare recipients how to get a job. I was inspired by the power of nonprofits to make change, and I went to law school to learn how to establish and run my own nonprofit to create change more quickly in Detroit. Fresh out of law school, and after a short stint as a law clerk for a federal judge, I cofounded Think Detroit with Dan Varner, a good friend and classmate. Our mission was to build character in young people through sports. We served five thousand kids annually and won praises from the White House before merging with the Detroit Police Athletic League in 2006. We now serve fourteen thousand young people annually and will soon have our headquarters and brand-new fields on the site of the old Tiger Stadium.


While I was leading Think Detroit, Detroit’s mayor appointed me to serve on the board of Detroit Public Schools. I was horrified by how dangerous our neighborhood high schools had become. Convinced that the best thing for Detroit’s young people was to start a new school system free of a hundred or so years of rules, regulations and an overpowering sense of hopelessness, I left Think Detroit to help lead one of the pioneering schools in Detroit’s fledgling charter school movement. Our first senior class in 2007 graduated 93 percent of the freshmen from four years earlier, shattering the district’s rate of 58 percent and all of the justifications for the status quo along with it. All we needed were more charter schools, I thought—but the leaders of the most promising charter school networks in the nation had no interest in coming to Detroit, despite some of the most supportive laws in the nation to expand charter schools, because the environment was simply too difficult for them, and remains so to this day.


With funding from the Skillman Foundation in Detroit, I studied which cities were advancing graduation rates most effectively and came to believe that we could best help young people by creating charter school–like conditions—in partnership with unions—by giving great leaders more control of the people and programs in their building, similar to the New York City playbook of more autonomy, transparency, and accountability. The paper I wrote for Skillman became the working plan for Detroit’s superintendent to turn around the neighborhood high schools until she was fired shortly after putting it to work in late 2008. By that time I had taken a position as a vice president of educational preparedness at Detroit’s United Way, and we committed to seeing the plan through. Over the next seven years we worked in close partnership with fifteen high schools in Detroit and seven surrounding districts to help turn around schools that had been labeled “dropout factories” by national scholars for consistently having more than 40 percent of their freshmen leave school before their senior year.


In that time I discovered that great leaders and great teachers cannot change the culture of a school by themselves. Even in the best neighborhood high schools, which now feature inspirational principals and idealistic young Teach For America teachers working alongside passionate veteran teachers, they are simply outflanked by the vexing effects of the poverty that surrounds and pervades the daily life of their students. Great leaders and great teachers are critical, but they alone do not create enough breakthrough velocity for young people to escape the gravitational pull of poverty.1


I didn’t believe that when I began leading the turnaround effort at Detroit’s toughest high schools. I learned it in part through my friendship with Keyvon Batchelor, who entered the ninth grade at Cody High School in 2009, the year our turnaround effort began there. In the years since, he repeatedly has shown me the foolishness of relying on schools alone for providing what young people need. Through our friendship I have witnessed the harshness of a life of poverty in deeper and more personal ways than I ever experienced before. I share his story in brief vignettes between the chapters of this book because he repeatedly forced me to rethink my assumptions and deeply held convictions. He forced me to see how much more than schools alone is needed for young people to break through the gravitational pull of poverty.


I have come to see that this is where the church can help, and it has begun to in cities across America. I have also come to understand that when God told me “you can do something about this,” he wasn’t talking to me alone. No matter where I go, I run into people with a burden to do something meaningful in America’s cities. The purpose of this book is to provide practical pathways for how you and your church or your company can do this in a way that changes the trajectory of young people, their friends and family, and the schools they attend.








Meeting Keyvon


In the spring of 2009, US Secretary of Education Arne Duncan came to a United Way conference in Detroit and called the city “ground zero for education reform.” I was working for the United Way in Detroit then, leading a network of high schools committed to turning around their culture and graduation rates. A year after Duncan’s call to action, one of his key staff members returned to Detroit for a symposium we were hosting on the changes being made in our partner schools, including Cody High School, which had been restructured over the year from one large high school into three smaller ones in the same building.


The day before the symposium, I met with a group of students who would be speaking on a panel about their experience at Cody. Johnathon Matthews, the affable, gregarious, and charmingly handsome principal of the Academy of Public Leadership at Cody, who can’t seem to talk without smiling at the same time, handpicked the kids for me. It was the Monday after a week-long winter break, which seemed inconsequential to me at the time.


“Mike,” he said, “you’re going to want to pay attention to Keyvon. He had a bad time at home over break and is in a pretty bad mood today. He’s a good kid, though. Now, he’s got a story.”


The way Matthews smiled when he talked, I wasn’t sure what to think. He said it as though I should be scared, but he just kept smiling. Little did I know how much Keyvon’s story would affect me. And in hindsight I give Matthews a ton of credit. Keyvon is exactly the type of student that most educators ignore or hide. They do not put them in front of funders and US Department of Education leaders, especially on a bad day. And today was a really bad day for Keyvon.


A handful of students filled the makeshift meeting room along with Keyvon. We were sitting in desks arranged in a circle, like a large conference table. As I asked the students to tell me about themselves and their experiences, Keyvon began punctuating their responses with his own colorful commentary.


“W’ da f—?” he said under his breath after the first student spoke. Everyone acted like they didn’t hear it, including me. I asked another student the same question, and his response was interrupted by Keyvon, a little bit louder this time.


“Don’t nobody give a s— about this s—,” he responded to one young man’s earnest answer. Another young man sitting next to Keyvon had enough gumption to encourage him to cool out. The rest of his peers all looked a little bit scared. Keyvon wasn’t necessarily a big kid. I had a couple inches on him and at least twenty pounds, but he had the cold stare, inscrutable tattoos on his arms, and enough scars on his face to make it clear that he could fight. I was still ignoring him, not sure what to do next and hoping that he would run out of steam. He didn’t.


When Keyvon interrupted the next student, I found myself responding before I knew what I was saying. It’s a problem I often have; words come out of my mouth before they get to my brain.


“If you want to talk, you can talk, but you need to cut out this cussing,” I said.


“F— you,” he replied. “I’ve been fighting grown men my whole life. If you want to go, let’s go.” Keyvon started to rise, indicating his desire to finish this with his fists right there and then.


“Look,” I said. “I understand you’re upset, but . . .“


“You don’t know nothin’ about me,” Keyvon cut me off. “So don’t go all acting like you think you do. You don’t know what it’s like to know that the only reason you were born is so that your momma could get a check. That’s what I know. And you couldn’t handle nothin’ like that, so don’t go talking like you understand me. That’s some b—s—.”


I was floored by the raw pain in his voice. How damaging it must have been for him to believe that he was only born so his mother could get a welfare check. He had been home for the last week with his mother, and this is one of the things she must have said to him in an argument. I have witnessed and heard about plenty of cruel comments directed at children, but this was one I had not heard yet. As I was contemplating my next move, a teenage girl with a stud pierced through her upper lip jumped in to my defense.


“You don’t know what it feels like to get raped by your own uncle,” she said. “And don’t nobody want to believe you when you tell ’em what happened. You couldn’t handle that. I know how that feels. Don’t go around here acting like you the only one who got problems. You couldn’t handle the problems I got. So why don’t you just be quiet for a minute and let the man speak.”
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Alone in the Wilderness


Our nation’s cities are filled with abandoned and terrified young people. They can look like outcasts and outlaws when you see them in the media or on the streets, but they are actually scared young people living on the fringe and fighting for their lives almost every day. In many ways they are like David facing Goliath over and over again. This huge giant is standing on the hill taunting them, bullying them, telling them that they are not good enough to overcome him. The giant in their life is trauma, plain and simple. It springs from many sources: extreme poverty, parental abandonment, the murder of family members and close friends, rape, racism, hunger, physical abuse, chronic unemployment all around them, unstable and substandard housing, neglect, and emotional abuse. Neighborhood schools in communities of concentrated poverty are filled with children who are facing one or more of these traumatic events every day. This is the world in which many of our nation’s children go to school, almost as if they are ravaged refugees. But they are in fact young people in urban America, anonymous souls who generally receive more contempt than compassion, going to school just miles away from the nicest and most affluent places to live in the world.



The Impact of Dropout Factories


In 2007, Robert Balfanz, a research professor at Johns Hopkins University, published a list of 1,642 high schools in America in which the senior class was less than 60 percent the size of the freshmen class for three or more years straight.1 He also labeled these high schools as “dropout factories”—meaning that if the schools were built to produce dropouts they would have been built just like this. Every one of the twenty neighborhood high schools in Detroit was on the list.


Three years earlier I was on the school board for Detroit Public Schools and one of the first things I did was visit neighborhood high schools. At that time I was thirty-three and had lived my whole life in Detroit. Still, I was devastated by what I found in our neighborhood schools.


The first school I went to was Chadsey High School on the city’s southwest side. It was near the end of the school day, and a large group of students had assembled in front of the school. As soon as I got out of my car, I could feel the buzz in the air that something was about to go down. Sure enough, some cuss words, a slap, and shouts punctuated the cool winter air, and within moments a crazed girl had grabbed a broken car muffler lying on the side of the road and was chasing her terrified tormentor down the street with it. I managed to run her down and break it up.


A week later I was at a high school on the city’s east side. I struck up a conversation with a couple guys walking down the hall. As we walked, the student next to me got pelted in the back of the head by an empty soda can for no reason that I could see, other than for being nice to me. He took off after the kid who threw it, and I had to chase them down and separate them. This wasn’t a friendly game of horseplay. It felt more like Armageddon. No adults. No rules. Every kid for himself, and don’t get caught being soft.


I ducked into an “art class” and found some students hanging out. (I put art class in quotations because there was no instruction or drawing going on.) When I asked them about what their teachers are like, they laughed at me. “Man, these teachers don’t care about us.”


“But some of them must,” I protested.


“Man, some of them sell us weed,” they responded.


Certainly, it couldn’t be so.


When I repeated this allegation personally to the principal a bit later in his office, he was less than shocked, “It is true,” he told me, “that some of our teachers do have substance abuse problems.”


This principal looked like a smart guy. Certainly he wasn’t malevolent. But as I stared at him in disbelief I saw that I was just talking to a mannequin, a person filling a position as leader of the school while his heart had been taken out of him along the way. He was more interested in defending an unconscionable status quo than in fighting for his students.


I kept visiting high schools and saw the same thing time and again. I witnessed a fight flare up in all but one of the ten high schools I visited. In those schools groups of kids wandered the halls with adults nowhere in sight. These schools had compassionate, dedicated teachers giving their best every class period every day despite the chaos in the halls and streets surrounding them, but they also had teachers in some classrooms reading the paper or doing crosswords while students joked among themselves. When I asked what class this was or what they were doing, I was invariably told that the teacher was a substitute or that they were “studying” for a test the next day.


At Redford High School an assistant principal gave me a tour of the building and said, “We know we have trouble with sex, drugs and gambling on this wing, but the building’s so big and the staff is so small there is nothing we can do about it.”


In schools like this, unloved children who have been suspended and have no place to go during the day try to sneak back into school. They are met by stone-faced security guards and administrators who physically prevent them from coming in. Sometimes they end up cuffing these scrawny kids and walking them out like criminals. Sometimes they give them another suspension for coming to school while on suspension. It can all seem surreal.
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Figure 1.1. Detroit Public Schools cohort attendance


Source: US Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Common Core of Data (CCD).





A Problem a Long Time in the Making


Since at least 1997, and for perhaps twenty or more years before that, the senior class of Detroit Public Schools was less than 40 percent the size of the freshmen class from four years before. Figure 1.1 provides a more explicit understanding of what that looks like, tracking the cohort of students as they progressed through Detroit Public Schools starting in 1993 and in 2003.


This means that only 45 percent of the children who entered Detroit Public Schools as fifth graders in 1993 were still in school as seniors in 2001, and that trend hadn’t changed ten years later. Certainly, some kids moved out of the district in that time, but that does not explain why the drop-off is so dramatic after the ninth grade while remaining consistent for the nine years before that.


I used to raise this point while serving on Detroit’s school board. We had many presentations on the district’s efforts to recruit kids away from the growing charter school movement, and I argued that it’s not that kids aren’t coming to school. We were simply kicking them out. At the time I pointed to our statistics as having 13,000 freshmen, 8,000 sophomores, 7,000 juniors and 6,000 seniors enrolled. When I made that point in public meetings, staff members would corner me afterwards and admonish me that the district’s official graduation rate was 89 percent. That’s because the way graduation rates were measured in Michigan in 2003 was by counting the number of students who graduated and dividing it by the number who entered the school year as seniors nine months earlier. Policy-makers in Michigan as well as most states around the country were successfully concealing a brutal fact about the number of students being pushed and pulled out of high school in urban communities.


One of the reasons the number of dropouts was so high in Michigan was because our state actually encouraged failing kids to drop out. As a state we concluded that it was better for schools to serve kids who wanted to be there or had a parent who wanted them there than to force schools to serve reluctant, recalcitrant, or just plain failing students. We codified this belief by giving kids permission to walk out of school for good at any point and for any reason after they turned sixteen. Over a generation, more than half the students in Detroit Public Schools heard the message and responded in kind by dropping out sometime during their second year in high school.


Abandoning high school at sixteen may seem irrational, but I think most kids made a pretty rational decision, considering their circumstance. Freshmen algebra classes were and still are filled with students who can’t figure out that x is 7 in 9x = 63. It’s not that they can’t grasp what a variable is. It’s that in third or fourth grade no one spent hours with them going over flashcards to get their multiplication tables down. After getting a couple of days behind in the first few weeks of algebra, they end up failing it, only to take it again in summer school and fail it one more time. They start their second year of high school still needing to pass Algebra 1, but they don’t have the discipline or somebody in their lives who will help them get their math facts right. And this is just in algebra. The same goes for trying to write well in English without knowing the parts of speech, for trying to pass high school science while reading at the third grade level, or for needing to be on time every day without having somebody at home to help them get to school on time. As a state, we made a decision that it was better for these kids to silently slip into the streets when they turned sixteen, and our young people consistently agreed.


Cutthroat Results


“I’ll never forget what an administrator told me after he took us on a trip to Noble Street Schools,” recalls Johnathon Matthews, principal of the Academy of Public Leadership at Cody High. Noble Street is an exceptional network of charter high schools in Chicago. Their students achieve excellent academic results, based in part on adherence to a strict code of conduct with zealous enforcement of infractions for things as minor as chewing gum or going to class with untied shoes. The Detroit administrator who took Matthews and other Detroit principals on the trip was a former charter school leader who had been brought in to Detroit Public Schools to offer radical solutions for its high school failures.


Matthews explains, “We were walking through the airport on the way home, and I told him I could get the same results as Noble, but it would require me to kick out 60 percent of our kids. He stopped me and said, ‘Johnathon, think about it; how many students are you actually really educating now? Ten percent? Fifteen percent? If you were to do this, wouldn’t you be doubling, or even tripling your results?’”


Whether that advice sounds shocking, or downright practical, the net result is the same: It increases the number of children in poverty. Putting “bad kids” out may be an effective school-improvement strategy for an elite charter or application school, but it becomes a poverty multiplier when every school does it.


“I visited Ethiopia once,” Matthews recalls, “and I remember thinking how broken their education system was. They only educate like the top 10 percent—and then most of those kids move to America. I looked around and thought to myself that this country is never going to change. On the plane ride home, I realized how much our system is like Ethiopia’s. The top kids in the city all go to one of our two magnet schools and get a good education—but then they leave the city. And most of the kids in the rest of the high schools don’t really get a good education at all.”


Matthews discovered this when he was an assistant principal at Mumford High School in Detroit. Reflecting back, Matthews says, “My job was to enforce the suspension lists. We had sixteen hundred kids in the school, and on any given day we would have four hundred of them on suspension. It didn’t take me long to realize that kids were not just dropping out of school. We were pushing them out.”


In The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness, Michelle Alexander argues that school suspension policies funnel students of color into our criminal justice system, which she compellingly claims is an extension of the Jim Crow laws and our nation’s sin of slavery before that. She argues that we have actually created an “undercaste—a lower caste of individuals who are permanently barred by law and custom from mainstream society.”2 Consider just a few of the facts she cites:




	In the last thirty years, the number of people in prison in the United States skyrocketed from around 300,000 to more than 2 million.


	We have higher incarceration rates than any country in the world, including countries like China and Iran.


	We now have a higher percentage of our black population in prison than South Africa did at the height of apartheid.


	Three out of four African American men in our nation’s capital are likely to serve time in prison at some point in their lives.3






Alexander shows how school suspensions and “zero tolerance” expulsions in our urban school systems are two key components in the poverty-to-prison pipeline. Suspensions and expulsions have become the equivalent of “talk to the hand”—a reflexive gesture that tells young people they aren’t wanted—which wouldn’t be nearly so painful if it weren’t the same message they get almost everywhere they look. Children who come to school lacking so much support get even less of it at school, and wind up in prison at unconscionable rates within a few years.


The National Response and the Local Impact


At the turn of this century, policymakers across the country pushed a series of initiatives to right this ship. At the federal level an ambitious law was passed in 2001, No Child Left Behind, that required schools and districts to report on how all of their students were doing academically, including subcategories based on race and poverty levels. The philanthropic community jumped in with both feet, led by the Gates Foundation investment of $1 billion in five years to transform urban high schools (before—prematurely, in my opinion—abandoning the movement in 2009). For a state-by-state approach the National Governors Association led a well-coordinated and successful effort to get almost all states to adopt a uniform system for measuring graduation rates that starts with the number of students who enter the school as ninth graders. Huge increases in federal funding were made available to states and school districts that passed laws to allow for more choice and competition among schools, including things like alternative teacher-certification regulations to help spread the growth of Teach For America. The charter school movement, which was slow to touch high schools because of how difficult and expensive that work is, finally started to expand into high school and show pockets of success, most notably the Noble Street Network in Chicago. New York City also led an amazing effort to improve graduation rates across the board in all schools by giving local leaders more autonomy to make decisions at the school level, along with increased accountability for getting results. In Michigan, Governor Jennifer Granholm led a successful effort to increase the mandatory age for schooling to age eighteen in 2010.


So where are we as a nation roughly a decade into the movement to create more choice and competition in our school so that all children will graduate regardless of their academic success, poverty level, or personal trauma in their lives?


Significant progress is being made. Using Detroit as one example, graduation rates in Detroit Public Schools moved from 58 percent in 2007 (the first year data was available under the new formula for calculating rates) to 77 percent in 2015 (the last year data is available at the time of this writing). That’s the good news being replicated in cities across America.


A closer look reveals that we have also created an educational landscape that provides good options for children in poverty who have an adult in their lives pushing them and helping them to get to the right school—while simultaneously punishing those children who don’t. After a century of being restricted to sending their kids to the neighborhood school, low-income families are now expected to shop for the very best schools for their children, and that has worked well for families who shop at the magnet or application schools in their city, as well as schools of choice in surrounding suburbs, which are open to a limited number of children from the city. When Excellent Schools Detroit analyzed what factors led to the most successful schools, the variable that ranked higher than any other factor—higher than poverty rates—was how far families drove to school. Why? For one of the reasons that Catholic schools do well—they are filled with students whose families have the means or who make the sacrifices to get them there, and that comes with implicit and explicit expectations that they better do well. It’s what academic folks call “selection bias.”


What about those students who don’t have someone at home to get them into the best schools, let alone to get them ready every day? What happens when a student can’t make it into or through an application school? At fifteen years old, Keyvon was on his own. His relationship with his mother was so broken that she did not want him in her house, and he did not want to be there. When he could find them, he slept on the couches of friends. No one in his life encouraged, or even really expected, him to go to school. And plenty of people were trying to pull him out. Despite it all, he showed up to school. He rarely made it to school on time. He was quick to fight and to cuss out any teacher that tried to correct him. He could not get into, let alone make it, at an application school.


Over the years I have come to conclude that at least half of the students in high-poverty, general admissions high schools have a home environment much like Keyvon’s. By that I mean the home is so broken that students are lacking at least one of the following:




	food, heat, or electricity


	stable living conditions


	expectation of everyday school attendance





These are no longer simply single-parent homes but are often no-parent homes. Worse, many of them are wrecked by issues of mental illness, neglect, substance abuse, physical or emotional abuse, or continuing criminal activity by people in the home.


Certainly, many students don’t live this way. They have amazing parents or other family members working hard to survive and help them thrive despite the conditions that surround them. But that doesn’t make up for the trauma suffered by kids who don’t.


My conclusion that at least half of the children in Detroit’s neighborhood high schools come from unstable or unsupportive homes is based on conversations with students, their teachers, and principals. It is supported by a recent report from JP Morgan Chase, which found that almost half of the working-age adults in Detroit did not work at all in the last year.4 Your city may not have rates this high for the entire city, but large communities throughout every city likely do. The high schools in those communities are most in need of your help.


The neighborhood-based, general admissions high school in these communities have been around for fifty, seventy, or even one hundred years or longer in most cities. When run well, the neighborhood high school is like the Statue of Liberty, saying, “Give me your tired, your poor, / Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free.”5 When run poorly, they continue the system of violence and chaos that already affects their students at home.


My argument is not against application schools or the need for them. They provide a viable option for families who can and do take advantage of them. My point is, the battleground for reversing the trend of poverty lies in the neighborhood high schools (and their feeder schools), and that those schools need an army of people to help their students. The effort to transform urban high schools has resulted in neighborhood high schools filled with inspirational principals, teachers and support staff, and it is still not enough. The negative influences in the culture that surrounds them simply outnumber these troops and outweigh the moral calling of their high expectations.


I believe that urban neighborhood high schools are the ones most in need of help from the church. Other schools in America could benefit from such a partnership, and churches should choose the school, urban or suburban, charter or public, that works best for them. But the biggest gains will come from a purposeful effort to connect churches to the neighborhood high schools least well-served by the education reformers of the day, and there are great examples of this happening at some of the most historically dangerous high schools in cities across the nation, including Cody High School in Detroit.


The Proof Is in the Pudding


If great principals and teachers were enough to overcome the pull of poverty, the high schools in a new school district in Detroit, the Education Achievement Authority (EAA), would be thriving now. After receiving $10 million from Eli Broad, an American entrepreneur and philanthropist, Michigan’s governor teamed up with the leader of Detroit Public Schools in 2012 to transform Detroit’s worst schools. They took over fifteen schools, including six of Detroit’s general admissions neighborhood high schools, and created the EAA school system.


The EAA promptly fired almost all of the principals and teachers of the schools. They hired new principals and teamed up with the Harvard School of Education to hire any teacher they desired, including Teach For America corps members or teachers from the old staff, without a union or collective bargaining agreement involved in the process. The corporate players in Detroit were all pressured to donate to the EAA, chipping in an extra $75 million, which enabled the district to move to a year-long school schedule and pay their teachers more for it, inflating their salaries above their peers’ salaries in other Detroit schools. In short, the EAA enjoyed a unique opportunity to hire the very best leaders and teachers possible, and they did. If unions, bad principals, and bad teachers are the problem, the EAA should have been a case study for proving so. Instead, they proved the opposite.


In the EAA’s first two years their graduation rates dropped 2 percent to an average of 62 percent, while the rates for neighborhood schools that remained in Detroit Public Schools grew by 3 percent to an average of 75 percent. Compare this to the six neighborhood high schools at Cody and Osborn that stayed within Detroit Public Schools. They had all of the traditional problems—legacy debts, more than one hundred years of rules and regulations, a horrible brand name, worn out buildings, and the veteran teachers with union representation that had become the scapegoat for all that’s wrong in urban education.


In partnership with the United Way (which I was a part of at the time), their graduation rates soared from 59 percent in 2008 to 76 percent by 2014. Those schools, and Mr. Matthews’ school at the Academy of Public Leadership at Cody, in particular, embraced partnerships and programs in a collaborative and thoughtful way to surround their kids with more positive people, opportunities, and messages than they were getting on the streets. In this same period the six high schools in the EAA went from a combined graduation rate of 70 percent in 2008 (when they were still in DPS) to 62 percent in 2014, two years after they had been moved into the EAA. Clearly, getting rid of unions and simply blaming the teachers was not the answer.


Teachers’ Needs for Reinforcements


Policymakers and school leaders who believe that what happens in the classroom is more important than what happens outside of it will continue to hurt kids. They expect every teacher to be a superhero, somehow singlehandedly enticing five different classes of twenty-five or so kids to show up on time every day to be mesmerized and transformed by their passion, compassion, and subject-matter expertise. When this doesn’t happen, when students show up angry and hungry and cuss out their ­classmates or teacher because of what someone else did to them, or when they show up late or not at all, whose fault is that? Putting this responsibility solely on the shoulders of our teachers relegates them to a position where they will never be successful—and that perpetuates the low morale, burnout, and negative impact on students, which is already plaguing one of the world’s most beautiful professions.


John Owens enjoyed a successful career in the publishing industry before taking a year to earn a teacher’s certificate to make a difference as a teacher in New York’s schools. He lasted only a year, receiving an unsatisfactory rating from his principal, who was later removed for committing fraud in the standardized testing process. In his book about that experience, Confessions of a Bad Teacher: The Shocking Truth from the Front Lines of American Public Education, he says,
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