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			Praise for Kristina Rizga’s MISSION HIGH

			“This book is a godsend. For years we at 826 Valencia have known how great Mission High is—its students, its teachers, its myriad innovations—and we’ve told everyone we could. Now Kristina Rizga has put it all together in a highly readable and moving portrait of a school that succeeds despite being often misconstrued or mislabeled or even dismissed. There is joy in the hallways of Mission High and daily academic triumph at Mission High, and this book explains how this extraordinary school gets it done. This book is a crucial primer for anyone wanting to go beyond the simplistic labels and metrics and really understand an urban high school and its highly individual, resilient, eager and brilliant students and educators.”

			—Dave Eggers, author of A Heartbreaking Work of Staggering Genius and 

		    The Circle and cofounder of 826 National and ScholarMatch

			“Kristina Rizga writes for those of us weary of trendy ed reform dispensed from on high. Instead, she listens hard to the students and teachers who must deal with their daily consequences. And—with rigor, common sense, and empathy—she tells of the teachers and students confronting shifting tides of reform and profoundly stacked odds, and succeeding. The Mission High that Rizga describes is a beacon, and her deeply textured, heartbreakingly humane book also shines a beautifully clarifying light.”

			—Jeff Chang, author of Who We Be: The Colorization of America and 

		    Can’t Stop Won’t Stop: A History of the Hip-Hop Generation

			“In Mission High, Kristina Rizga embeds at a San Francisco public school to show the high standards, professionalism—and even love—that belie the easy label of ‘failing school.’ A much-needed corrective to an education debate that often fails to ask how students and teachers experience reform on the ground.”

			—Dana Goldstein, author of The Teacher Wars: A History 

		    of America’s Most Embattled Profession

			“A clear-eyed, evidence-based, and wonderfully fresh understanding of what education ‘reform’ truly means.”

			—Katrina vanden Heuvel, editor and 

		    publisher of the The Nation

			“By introducing us to the struggles and triumphs of teachers and students, Rizga has redefined what success means in American education. It’s not what testing reveals, but what lives are transformed. Mission High is one of the best books about education I’ve read in years. It should be a conversation changer.”

			—LynNell Hancock, professor of journalism, Columbia University, and 

		    director of the Spencer Fellowship for Education Journalism

			“Kristina Rizga’s Mission High depicts an educational paradox: schools that perform poorly on tests, on average, can also be some of the most deeply engaging and productive learning spaces. Through vivid, compelling portraits of dynamic, resilient students and thoughtful, committed educators, Rizga captures beautifully how young scholars are encouraged and developed. This is a must-read for anyone who wants to understand the holistic nature of teaching and learning.”

			—Prudence L. Carter, professor of education, Stanford University, and 

		    coauthor with Kevin G. Welner of Closing the Opportunity Gap: 

		    What America Must Do to Give Every Child an Even Chance

		

	
		
			Mission High

			Mission High

			One School, How Experts 

		    Tried to Fail It, and 

		    the Students and Teachers 

		    Who Made It Triumph

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Kristina Rizga

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

		

	
		
			Copyright © 2015 by Kristina Rizga

			 

			Published by Nation Books, 

			A Member of the Perseus Books Group

			116 East 16th Street, 8th Floor

			New York, NY 10003

			 

			Nation Books is a co-publishing venture of the Nation Institute and the Perseus Books Group

			 

			All rights reserved. Printed in the United States of America. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews. For information, address the Perseus Books Group, 250 West 57th Street, 15th Floor, New York, NY 10107.

			 

			Books published by Nation Books are available at special discounts for bulk purchases in the United States by corporations, institutions, and other organizations. For more information, please contact the Special Markets Department at the Perseus Books Group, 2300 Chestnut Street, Suite 200, Philadelphia, PA 19103, or call (800) 810–4145, ext. 5000, or e-mail special.markets@perseusbooks.com.

			 

			Designed by Jack Lenzo

			 

			Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

			Rizga, Kristina.

			Mission High : one school, how experts tried to fail it, and the students and teachers who made it triumph / Kristina Rizga.

			pages cm

			Includes bibliographical references and index.

			ISBN 978-1-56858-462-1 (ebook) 1. Mission High School (San Francisco, Calif.) 2. Academic achievement—California—San Francisco. 3. Educational evaluation—California—San Francisco. 4. Educational sociology—California—San Francisco. 5. High school students—California—San Francisco. I. Title.

			LA245.S4R59 2015

			371.26’20979461—dc23

			2015007384

			 

			10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

			To Mike Stern

			To our greatest teachers: Fruma and Pēteris Rizga, 

		    Yvette and Gerry Stern

			To Mission High School students, teachers, and staff, whose boundless capacity for inclusion, generosity, and patience made this project possible

		

	
		
			Preface

			What motivates students to learn, work hard, and persevere through life’s toughest challenges? Why is it so difficult for the world’s wealthiest and most powerful country to build good schools in every neighborhood? This book started with a reporting assignment, when Mother Jones magazine sent me to answer these questions in a series of stories about public schools. The assignment was supposed to last for eight months, but as I immersed myself in the private lives of students and teachers, the surprising realities I discovered compelled me to stay at the school for four years. The more time I spent in classrooms, the more I began to realize that most remedies that politicians and education reform experts were promoting as solutions for fixing schools were wrong.

			Like many Americans, I believe that democracy and the economy can’t function without decent public schools that are free and accessible to everyone. It is also clear that our educational system is not working for too many children, particularly African American and Latino students. While there is no achievement gap between white and black infants,1 studies show growing disparities beginning at age four in a variety of educational outcomes that over time morph into gaps in grades, graduation rates, and college enrollment numbers.2 Until the United States can find a way to teach all students effectively, our country will continue to waste one of its greatest assets in the global economy: the huge reservoir of diverse and creative human talent. Why does America, a country that strives to be a moral leader in the world, have such stubborn racial and income gaps in education? And what can be done to fix this?

			I have been obsessed with these questions as a journalist for over a decade, and when I started a job as an education reporter for Mother Jones, I brought them up in my first meeting with my editor, Monika Bauerlein. We were sitting in her office in San Francisco, talking about schools, educational reform, and a new, personally painful reality in my life. Most of my middle-class friends, whose kids were about to enter elementary school, were leaving San Francisco’s public schools for the suburbs. Those who stayed sent their kids to private schools. “Why do our public schools have such a bad reputation?” I asked Bauerlein. “Why can’t my hometown of San Francisco, one of the most affluent and progressive cities in the world, build excellent public schools for everyone?”

			Bauerlein, who had covered education as a reporter in the past, suggested that I find a school that was struggling, convince the staff to let me spend a year with them, and find out. There are too many politicians, powerful bureaucrats, management and business experts, economists, and philanthropists making decisions about the best solutions for schools, we agreed. What do students and teachers think about the policies these experts are implementing, such as increased use of standardized testing, making it easier to fire ineffective teachers, or opening more charter schools? How do these policies compare with what actually works in the classroom? There are close to 50 million students3 and 3 million teachers4 in America’s public schools, but we rarely hear from them, the very people we are actually trying to “fix.”

			I wondered at the time why I hadn’t read many accounts of how these national issues were playing out on the ground. It turns out that there’s a reason: it’s easier for a journalist to embed with the army than to go behind the scenes at a public school. Schools are a home to minors, after all, and the degree of protection is greater than in most other public institutions. It took months to find a school that would let me be a fly on the wall. Finally, the principal of Mission High School in San Francisco, Eric Guthertz, opened his doors to me in late 2009. Even then, it took months more for some teachers—wary of media distortion and stereotyping of students of color—to warm to me. Eventually, after building trust among teachers and students, I gained full access to Mission High. One of the oldest and most diverse public schools in the country, Mission is an ideal microcosm for exploring the key challenges of public schools across the nation. The school has 950 students holding passports from more than forty countries. Latino, African American, and Asian American students constitute the majority of the school’s population. Some 75 percent are poor, and 38 percent are English learners.5

			The surprises began right away. When I first started reporting on education in 2006, I used to think that though imperfect, standardized test scores—the Big Tests students take once a year—are the most reliable markers we have to see how students and schools are doing. Test scores are the main set of data used by education experts, state officials, and many parents in our country. When I first entered Mission High, it was listed among the lowest-performing 5 percent of schools in the country. In 2010 President Barack Obama authorized a major intervention program in schools like these, ordering radical restructuring. Options included replacing the principal and either revamping the curriculum or replacing half the staff, closing the school, or turning it into a charter.6 San Francisco’s oldest comprehensive public high school, founded in 1890, would have to show dramatic growth in scores in the coming years or face dramatic interventions, including possible closure.

			Yet while Mission High was labeled a “low-performing” school in 2010, 84 percent of the graduating class was accepted to college. In a student survey, 89 percent said that they liked Mission and would recommend it to others, a higher percentage of positive responses than the district average.7 By 2013 the graduation rate for African American students was 20 percent higher at Mission and college enrollment for black students was 14 percent higher than the district average.8 Grades, graduation rates, and attendance rates for all students went up. Suspensions went down by 86 percent from 2008 to 2014. “How can my school be flunking when I’m succeeding?” Maria, one of six students whose journeys I followed deeply in this book, asked me when we first met in 2009.

			As I spent time at Mission, I came to realize that in every school there are many reliable markers that can give us a more accurate picture of how students and schools are doing. At Mission, teachers have their own system of accountability, which attaches most of the weight to other measures beyond test scores, such as grades and attendance data disaggregated by race, ethnicity, income, and special needs; student feedback about teachers; observations of many classes in a row to understand the intentions and sequencing of lessons; observations of the degree of work production in the classroom and student engagement with that work; detailed review of student work produced in the class; and extensive interviews with students and teachers. Though difficult to implement, these criteria are far more informative than standard measures used by education analysts and experts, such as yearly test scores and occasional observation by administrators.

			After two years at Mission, I was forced to let go of another major assumption about education: that emphasis on individual students’ test scores is the best way to monitor and promote individual learning. I have come to believe that this faulty logic harms learning. Some of the most important things that matter in a quality education—critical thinking, intrinsic motivation, resilience, self-management, resourcefulness, and relationship skills—exist in the realms that can’t be easily measured by statistical measures and computer algorithms, but they can be detected by teachers using human judgment. America’s business-inspired obsession with prioritizing “metrics” in a complex world that deals with the development of individual minds has become the primary cause of mediocrity in American schools. The focus on quantitative, standardized outcomes promotes standardized teaching: prepackaged delivery of content and instruction “in the middle,” making it difficult to serve the individual needs of students with different levels of skills and motivation.

			This realization also helped me get closer to understanding some of the root causes of the achievement gap and potentially how to fix it. The highly successful and experienced teachers at Mission High reduced or closed the achievement gaps through personalized instruction, teaching each student individually. They raised the bar above everyone’s needs and then provided necessary supports for all students to reach that bar. The best teachers knew the individual strengths, interests, and challenges of all their students and refined their craft and approaches based on a variety of qualitative and quantitative markers. People in the education field often refer to this kind of teaching as “student-centered,” but at Mission they just call it good teaching, as opposed to simply delivering standardized content and then sorting students into different groups of perceived ability.

			For math teacher Taica Hsu, personalized instruction means that he doesn’t look at his students from what educators refer to as “the deficit model.” He doesn’t focus on arbitrary standard performance expectations that his students aren’t meeting at the moment. Hsu says that students want to know that teachers see them as individuals who are valuable right now, regardless of their grades or test scores or their knowledge of certain skills. A teacher’s ability to see the strengths of individual students can cut through the anxiety and self-doubt, often caused by negative racial stereotypes in our society.

			After three years at the school, I had to let go of yet another deep-seated notion. I used to think that successful education reform occurs when struggling schools adopt research-based practices from academic reports, case studies from other countries, or practices of high-scoring schools with similar demographics. As I observed the implementation of new teaching approaches in the math department for three years, I saw firsthand how copying and pasting blueprints from other places doesn’t work. The recommendations of experts in academia or other schools are too general and don’t take into account the most important variable: the unique ecosystem of each school and the individual needs of its diverse student body. Schools always need to seek out new ideas and learn from the wisdom of others, but much more important, each teacher and school needs to channel all outside recommendations through a daily process of individual and collective research and action: detecting student engagement in the classroom, checking for understanding and growth, collecting and analyzing student work, and making constant changes in lesson plans and school policies.

			This book is about this other, messier, mostly qualitative and largely invisible side of the story about public schools in our national debate. After four years at Mission, I have come to believe that educational reforms won’t succeed unless there is greater inclusion of the voices of students and teachers and the use of more complex, school-based markers that can give us a much deeper insight into what quality education means and how sustainable change can happen in all struggling schools.

			Take the story of Darrell, a student I profile in this book. A reflective, brilliant young man, Darrell struggled in middle school. His father was the single provider for his large family of thirteen of his own and adopted kids. Darrell had a reading disability that wasn’t detected until he started high school in 2008. Before attending Mission High, his academic confidence was low, and he didn’t think of himself as a good writer. But by his junior year at Mission High, he was thriving: taking AP calculus, writing ten-page research papers in history and ethnic studies, and celebrating several college acceptance letters.

			When I asked Darrell to reflect on what contributed to his success at the end of his senior year in 2012, he talked about his teachers and mentors. The best teachers at Mission worked hard to create intellectually engaging classrooms for every student, he said. They gave students “the freedom to think” and “taught you how to analyze different texts and express your ideas effectively.” Because Darrell’s teachers saw him as an individual with his own unique ideas, passions, and strengths, they knew how to use the content to tap his intrinsic motivation, pushing him to work hard, learn new skills, and overcome personal difficulties. With every piece of work, Darrell could hear his own thoughts more and take pride in his own voice. Over time he became addicted to that feeling. It is this sense of pride in his own intellect, more than anything else, that contributed to his resilience throughout high school, he explained, helping him overcome daily obstacles and self-doubt in social settings where other young adults had much more self-confidence and deeper social support systems.

			That kind of personalized, rigorous teaching is rare in many schools with low and high standardized test scores. In too many schools, students are still primarily rewarded for showing up, listening to lectures without interrupting, filling out worksheets, passing tests, participating in some discussions, and writing occasional papers. “My middle school teachers seemed to just go through the standards and then test you,” Jesmyn, another student I profile, recalled. “They don’t seem that enthusiastic about what they are teaching.” National teacher surveys show that educators struggle to teach students with varying levels of skills and motivation. In a 2008 national survey commissioned by the Fordham Institute, more than eight in ten teachers said “differentiated instruction”—educational jargon for personalized teaching—was “very difficult” or “somewhat difficult” to implement.9 Many policy makers and parents say they want personalized, student-centered education, but all of the major incentives and penalties are attached to standardized outcomes.

			This is because our country, as this book explains, has been on a century-long road toward increased standardization in education. The most effective teaching, the kind that values high intellectual and emotional engagement of every student, is not the fastest way to get to the highest standardized test scores. Hands-on projects, in-depth discussions, frequent written assignments, multiple drafts, and individual feedback take more time. The “bonus” skills that these activities teach—communicating complex ideas, debating, learning from one’s mistakes, self-discipline, curiosity, resilience, integrity—aren’t measured by standardized test scores and in many classrooms are often overlooked. The best way to get to higher test scores is for classroom activities to mimic the language, procedures, and requirements of the test. It’s no surprise then that a 2013 Gallup Poll, which surveyed over 600,000 US students, found that student engagement drops precipitously between grades five and twelve.10

			The latest research by psychologists, economists, and neuroscientists tells us that these “bonus” skills are hugely important.11 Many students I profiled talked about the importance of a broad range of intellectual, social, and emotional skills. In the hundreds of hours I spent in Mission High classrooms, I observed how many of these skills are taught. I found that while such complex skills resist easy quantification by standardized test scores, they have been effectively detected and measured by assessments designed by skilled teachers for decades. A comprehensive, critical review of the latest research on learning by the University of Chicago Consortium on School Research in 2012 came to similar conclusions. The report, “Teaching Adolescents to Become Learners,” found that grades given out by teachers, unlike test scores, measure many more of these cognitive, social, and emotional skills.12

			Mission High School, like many other public schools across the country, has resisted pressure to teach to the test and is going in the opposite direction of our country’s standardized approach to education. This book is an intimate portrait of how such an alternative, progressive approach works at one school, and how its successes—and many continued struggles—can be detected using more nuanced evidence, including the judgment of skilled teachers. Many of our country’s most powerful individuals, like Education Secretary Arne Duncan and education reform experts, such as Bill Gates and Eli and Edyth Broad, have big plans for the future of American public schools.13 These ideas include new standardized online tests and increased use of these tests to measure student and teacher progress, more charter schools, and increased governance by management and business experts rather than educators. This book is an attempt to elevate the largely invisible voices of students and teachers in the larger conversation about education in America today and to allow their wisdom and expertise to expand our imaginations about possible solutions and to stretch our definitions of quality education.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Maria

			“Speak English, taco,” a heavy girl with a giant backpack yelled when Maria asked her in Spanish where to find a bathroom. The pink backpack bounced as the girl stomped down the hall. It had been hours since Maria began looking for a bathroom. Anger boiled up inside her, but she didn’t know any words in English to yell back at the girl. That was the hardest part. Even though Maria was tiny, probably the shortest girl in her seventh-grade class, she had always stood up for herself back in El Salvador. She’d always had something to say back. Please don’t let them see me cry, she thought while her lower lip trembled.

			The bell rang. A flood of backpacks, shoulders, and sneakers swirled around her. She couldn’t see anything until the sea of strangers streamed back into classrooms. She stood alone in the hallway. She wasn’t going back to class. It was late 2006, Maria’s first day at school, and her first week in the United States. Maria’s new middle school in San Francisco’s Mission District was the biggest building she had ever seen in her life. It was bigger than the entire Best Buy department store Maria had walked through the previous week. At the school, Maria was in a class for Spanish-speaking newcomers, practicing English words for colors and numbers, learning how to say “thank-you” and how to introduce herself. She struggled with more advanced subjects. It didn’t help that her math teacher started each class by saying, “Okay, my little dummies.” He spoke too fast. Maria never raised her hand in his class and never asked him any questions.

			One day Maria stopped by the administrative office, looking for someone to help her with multiplication. She got in line behind a middle-aged woman, who asked her some questions in Spanish. Maria said school was really difficult for her. The woman told her not to worry. “Latinas usually don’t finish high school,” she said. “They go to work or raise kids.” The woman was right, statistically speaking, and Maria’s middle school experience all but ensured she would join the 52 percent of foreign-born Latinos who drop out of high school.1 She graduated from eighth grade without learning to speak English, struggled with writing in Spanish, and didn’t know how to multiply. And then everything changed.

			At Mission High, the troubled school she had chosen against the advice of her friends and relatives, Maria earned high grades in math and on some days found herself speaking English even with her Spanish-speaking teachers. By eleventh grade she was writing long papers on complex topics like the war in Iraq and desegregation. She became addicted to winning debates in class, despite her shyness and heavy accent. In her junior year she became the go-to translator and advocate for her mother, her aunts, and other Latino kids at school. In March 2012 Maria and her teachers celebrated her receiving acceptance letters to five colleges, including the University of California at Davis, and two prestigious scholarships. But on the California Standards Tests—the yearly multiple-choice tests mandated by the federal government from 2001 to 2013—Maria scored poorly.2

			According to the results of these state tests, which were given to all students, Mission High was among the lowest-performing 5 percent of schools in the country.3 And the tests, as Maria understood all too well, were the basis upon which her school was evaluated by the government. “How can this be?” she often asked herself. “How can my school be flunking when I’m succeeding?”
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			When Maria turned three, she stopped hearing her mother’s voice in the mornings. Her mother disappeared one day, and no one said a word about it. Finally, when Maria was seven, her grandmother explained that her mom had crossed three borders to find work in California. Maria and her older brother were raised by her grandparents in the village of San Juan Las Minas in El Salvador. Their aunt Angelica came to visit when she could. Maria doesn’t remember much from those early days, except for her aunt’s soothing voice. Maria would often sit on her lap, enveloped in a large bear hug, listening to her tender whispers. Angelica had two children of her own, but she didn’t mind when Maria started calling her mom.

			Around the age of seven, Maria learned how to climb the mango trees in the nearby groves. Together Maria and Angelica would scramble up, racing to reach the thickest branches at the top, where they would bite into the orange flesh of sweet mangoes and watch the juice flow down their legs to their naked, dangling feet. The mangoes were sweetest when the air was heavy with rain. After Angelica left, Maria spent the rest of the day by herself. Her grandparents were busy working in the vegetable garden, watching four kids, and looking after cows, pigs, and chickens.

			Angelica and her two children lived a few hours away in San Salvador, the capital of the most densely packed nation in Central America. Angelica ran a small corner liquor store and sold homemade tamales on the side. In her native Las Minas she could go outside after dark, but in San Salvador she avoided doing that. Angelica feared the members of the Mara Salvatrucha gang, or MS-13, as they are commonly known. Formed in the 1980s by Salvadoran youth in California who were being victimized by other gangs, MS-13 became one of the most violent gangs that now operate in Central America, Mexico, and the United States.4 Its members roamed the city streets of San Salvador, fighting for money, territory, and control of the drug trade. Angelica was paying off MS-13 every month, and for the most part they left her alone, except the day they shot one of her customers in the store. Maria was there. It was the first time she saw a human body break up into chunks like a ripe mango hitting the ground. A piece of the man’s head dropped on her foot.

			Angelica loved escaping the violence of the big city for Las Minas. “I’m like you, Maria. Like a little girl,” she used to say when they played soccer together. Maria felt like Angelica’s daughter. Her light brown skin and long chocolate-brown hair were just like her auntie’s. She always washed and brushed her hair thoroughly. That was what told the outside world how close they were.

			Maria remembers the day her auntie died more clearly than most days. She remembers Angelica’s tall body lying in a light, wooden coffin beside the kitchen table. Candles had been burning since the morning. As the sun climbed up in the sky, the scent of candle wax gave way to the smell of beer and sticky sweat. There were more than twenty strangers in the house. Shirtless, their shiny bodies were covered in black tattoos depicting letters, numbers, and devil’s horns. Maria knew that these men were in MS-13. Angelica’s boyfriend had once pushed one of the MS-13 members out of her store. Now that member came with his friends to Angelica’s funeral, hoping to teach the boyfriend a lesson. As the house got hotter, the men’s voices grew louder. They started playing poker, roaring at their violent jokes.

			Maria was praying near the coffin. She could see her auntie’s dark hair through the white lace covering her face. It had been a week since Maria last heard Angelica’s voice. “Don’t worry,” her auntie had said on the phone. “I’ll take care of everything. I’ll pay off MS-13.” But she couldn’t. She didn’t have enough money. Three days after that call, Angelica was found in a San Salvador hospital without any clothes on. The doctors said she had been raped and tortured for days. There was nothing they could do to save her.

			Maria tried to focus on praying, but the men in the house got louder, throwing cards across the table and spitting on the wooden floors. Maria gathered her courage and walked toward them. Her head barely reached the tabletop. “Be respectful or get out of my house!” she shouted as loud as she could. The men turned their heads toward her, cards suspended in their sweaty hands. For a few moments, the house was as quiet as Maria thought it should be during prayers for the dead. Then the men started laughing, pointing their fingers at Maria and stomping their feet. A quiet girl in their midst walked toward Maria and tried to touch her tear-covered face. Maria dodged her and ran outside. When she returned, the MS-13 men were still there. They left only after Angelica’s body was buried. They took all of Maria’s grandparents’ money.

			“Why don’t you come to America?” Maria’s mother, who lived in San Francisco, asked her on the phone a week after the funeral. “Your brother and aunt Olivia are already here.” Maria’s mother had been talking to her about coming to the United States since she was seven. “I’d always say no,” Maria recalls. “I loved my auntie more than anything. I didn’t want to be in any other country but mine. But when my auntie died, I had no one close left. What could I do?”

			At the age of twelve, Maria was the youngest passenger among the twenty people on the bus crossing El Salvador, Guatemala, and Mexico toward California. They called their driver “coyote,” slang for a person who smuggles immigrants across the American border without official permission—which can take up to a decade to obtain. Maria’s ride was easy. She had her own seat the whole time. Dinners were the best part of the trip. The coyote bought his passengers chicken every night. At home, her grandparents cooked chicken only when they had relatives over for a Sunday meal.
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			It was a gorgeous spring afternoon in 2008, and the lush green expanse of Dolores Park near Mission High School was dotted with people. From the park, Mission looked like a church. The facade and doorway were decorated with intricate Spanish baroque moldings. Heavy iron chandeliers adorned the ornate ceiling above the entrance hall. The light glittered on spotless yellow linoleum. As Maria and her middle school classmates toured the school’s library, courtyards, and cafeteria, she noticed that most people seemed friendly. Even the security guards were joking around. Eric Guthertz, the school’s principal, couldn’t stop talking about Mission High’s history. The musician Carlos Santana and the writer Maya Angelou went to Mission, he proudly informed his visitors. The school featured after-school programs like the Latino student club, soccer games, and creative writing classes. Maria asked a few Latino students if they liked Mission. To her surprise, all of them said they did. But everyone Maria knew outside of Mission told her not to go there. Her mother’s friends said that she should go to a “better school.” Maria’s friends in her middle school told her that Mission had gangs.

			Guthertz took Maria and some Latino classmates to the classroom of Amadis Velez, who spoke to them in fluent Spanish. He told them that he would be their English teacher. Maria noticed Velez’s college diploma from the University of California at Berkeley on the wall, surrounded by photos of Frida Kahlo, César Chávez, and Salvador Dali. “He was so welcoming,” Maria remembers. “He kept making jokes about our English, making us laugh. After I met Mr. Velez, I knew I’d be going to Mission.”

			“Maria didn’t speak a lick of English when she started in my ninth-grade English class,” Velez recalls. “That year, there were only two students whose English was worse than Maria’s.” Velez also noticed that Maria’s skills in Spanish grammar and in math were at least two years behind her Latino classmates’. Maria was less than five feet tall and weighed about seventy pounds. “She was tiny,” Velez tells me, “but very spunky, and her leadership and popularity among students stood out to me right away.”

			Maria loved that she had a class with Mr. Velez every day. He taught her English and geography in the ninth grade, and history in the tenth. He checked in with her after class every afternoon. Maria didn’t realize how many things she had on her mind. All kinds of worries kept pouring out in their conversations. Could Mr. Velez explain the word tariffs? What’s this thing, analysis? Who could finally teach Maria how to multiply? “I thought of myself as a really bad student back then,” she recalls. “I didn’t believe in myself. But Mr. Velez always told me not to give up, to keep going, keep pushing.”

			When Maria was a sophomore, Mr. Velez started charting her path to college. He said that she needed to transfer into regular English classes as soon as possible, since classes for English learners weren’t credited by many universities. He also explained that California was one of twelve states that allow undocumented students like Maria to pay resident tuition rather than out-of-state tuition, which can be twice as much.5 Velez said that Maria was not eligible for any government grants or student loans, but there were private scholarships, and he would help her get them. All of this was possible, he said, if Maria kept her grades up, did all of her homework, and worked twice as hard as her classmates who already knew English. He said he would be there for her no matter what. He told her to have fun and to laugh a lot.

			Most days she did well and felt good about her progress. She met with Mr. Velez after class to review her grammar. He urged her to write more complex sentences. By the end of the year, she was writing essays that didn’t fit on one page anymore. She earned an A in his modern world history class. Then one morning, over breakfast in the small studio that Maria shared with her mother, two brothers, her auntie Olivia, and a younger cousin, she found an envelope on the kitchen table. Inside were the results of the standardized tests she had taken a few months before. Her stomach dropped. She had done much worse than she had anticipated. In history, her score was “far below basic”—the lowest ranking.

			What Maria didn’t know was that according to the California Department of Education, only 19 percent of Mission High’s Latino students scored “proficient or above” in history in 2010.6 The vast majority of Latinos, at Mission High and statewide, had scores similar to Maria’s.7 She knew that Mr. Velez thought she was smart. But this was the first grade she had received from people outside of Mission, and it made her wonder: Was Mr. Velez wrong?

			“Multiple choice kills you, Maria,” Mr. Velez said to her when he saw the score. He told her the test didn’t measure her intelligence and understanding of history. Mostly it just pointed to the differences between her language skills and those of a native speaker.

			All Maria could think about as they talked was the woman at her middle school who had told her that Latinas usually don’t finish high school. She also remembered another thing from their exchange three years before: the woman had advised her to stop speaking Spanish at home. She said that Maria would have to leave El Salvador behind if she was ever to become an American, that the United States had higher standards than her homeland.

			Maria had blocked all of that out of her mind. She had kept speaking Spanish with her mother and some friends, and her performance in Mr. Velez’s classes had given her confidence in that decision. Now she had doubts.
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			Every spring from 2002 to 2013, students in the third to eleventh grades sat down to take standardized tests required by the federal No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB). The law mandated that each state come up with its own list of curriculum standards that every student had to master in each grade and a set of its own tests. These tests were meant to measure mastery of basic knowledge that was deemed necessary for success in the workplace or college. In most states, standardized tests consisted primarily of multiple-choice questions.8

			The people who fought for these standards and tests wanted to raise expectations for all students. They knew that for decades Latino and African American students, children with learning disabilities, and low-income students weren’t being intellectually challenged, were often stuck in segregated and underfunded schools, and were routinely shuffled into vocational training. The proponents of standardized testing argued that school-designed tests, grades, and other feedback by teachers were not reliable data to get an authentic picture of what was going on in the schools. As more states started using standardized testing in the 1970s and 1980s, urban education researchers were able to flag the outliers: schools that were reducing the achievement gap between white, middle-class students and students of color and the poor.9 Larry Cuban, historian and professor emeritus of education at Stanford University, told me that the data collected from these tests helped to dismantle the idea that students of color, poor students, and disabled students were unable to learn.10

			In 2001 the Bush administration pushed the No Child Left Behind Act through Congress. For the first time the federal government required states to pay attention to achievement data disaggregated by race, ethnicity, and class. Congress also mandated that schools raise achievement among all subgroups by 2014 or face radical consequences, including restructuring or closure. By this time, testing had undergone a political transformation. Now it was at the core of a business-inspired approach championed by a coalition of odd bedfellows, including business leaders like Bill Gates; idealists like Wendy Kopp of Teach for America; politicians like the Republican governor of Florida, Jeb Bush; and education officials like former Washington, D.C., schools chief Michelle Rhee. Standardized tests, many of these reformers believed, could bring accurate metrics and hard-core sanctions to the complacent, ossified world of education bureaucrats and teachers’ unions. Closures or mass firings at low-performing schools and bonuses for high-scoring teachers were supposed to disrupt a system that, in the reformers’ view, had failed students and the companies for which they would one day work.

			Supporters of NCLB argued that the law adds empirical data to the conversation about achievement and keeps schools accountable for educational outcomes. The law was animated by this faith in metrics. It mandated that states use test scores to determine whether schools were succeeding or failing, with the latter required to improve or be subjected to punitive measures. The law passed with broad bipartisan support among the political elites, and many civil rights groups—such as the Education Trust and the National Council of La Raza—were behind it.11

			After just one year in the country, Maria had to take the same standardized, multiple-choice tests as students who were born in the United States, even though studies show that non-native speakers take four years on average to become proficient in English—and that’s with constant focus.12 In 2010 Latino students made up the majority of California’s public school students for the first time in the state’s history.13 At Mission High, close to half of all students are immigrants, primarily Latino. Principal Guthertz notes that more than 20 percent have been in the United States less than two years. Maria scored “proficient” in history for the first time in the eleventh grade. In her six years in the United States, standardized tests showed where Maria stood in relationship to mainstream students, who grew up on a steady diet of American culture and middle-class social norms. But such tests didn’t measure how much Maria grew as a learner before she reached the arbitrary mark of “proficiency” set by the state.

			Standardized tests didn’t measure higher-order thinking skills, such as Maria’s ability to synthesize information in a coherent essay, analyze it in the broader historical context, make connections to the present day, and express an informed and original point of view while she was strengthening her grammar skills.14 The latest research by psychologists, economists, and neuroscientists tells us that achievement tests can’t measure important social and emotional skills either, such as Maria’s growing confidence in her intellect, the courage to speak up in class and defend her views, the tenacity to keep rewriting her papers and work on her weaknesses, the social skills to form new relationships and to ask for help, and the resilience to come to school every day even when deportation notices arrive.15

			A look at Maria’s schoolwork over the course of a year, on the other hand, can show this much broader range of her intellectual, social, and emotional skills. In the frequent quizzes designed by Maria’s teachers, in her essays, multidraft research papers, art projects, and presentations, what we see is clear evidence of an intellect battling to find its voice. In her first year in Mr. Velez’s class, Maria’s essays rarely ran beyond two paragraphs. By the end of tenth grade, while still scoring “far below proficient,” Maria’s writing couldn’t fit on one page anymore. She often crammed sentences with her own ideas about the topics into the margins and wrote long after the bell rang. She also started speaking out in class more and helping other newcomers with their classroom work. Velez might have moved Maria’s reading and writing skills in English and history from the sixth-grade level to the ninth in one year, but standardized test scores don’t take that into account. As far as federal and state education officials and reform experts are concerned, Maria was not at the tenth-grade level with the students in the rest of the country, and as a result, a school like Mission and a teacher like Velez are considered “failing.”

			Linda Darling-Hammond, professor of education at the Stanford Graduate School of Education and one of our country’s preeminent testing researchers, has found that assessments and tasks designed and scored by skilled teachers, such as essays, science projects, research assignments, and presentations, are far more effective than standardized tests at promoting learning and diagnosing how students are doing.16 In 1998 British education scholars Paul Black and Dylan William surveyed 580 studies by leading researchers in the United States, United Kingdom, Australia, Switzerland, and Hong Kong and concluded that frequent, lower-stakes, meaningful verbal and written assessments created by teachers (called “formative assessments” in educational jargon) produced larger learning gains than most instructional interventions that had been implemented and studied.17 The push toward centralized data has left behind many of these old-fashioned, commonsense markers. Even the godfather of standardized testing, the cognitive psychologist Robert Glaser, warned in 1987 about the dangers of placing too much emphasis on standardized test scores. As reported by the New York Times, Glaser called them “fallible and partial indicators of academic achievement” and warned that any standardized tests would find it “extremely difficult to assess” the key skills people should gain from a good education: “resilience and courage in the face of stress, a sense of craft in our work, a commitment to justice and caring in our social relationships, a dedication to advancing the public good.”18
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			It is nine in the morning, and the lights are off in Robert Roth’s classroom, in which twenty-three juniors in the US History class are sitting. Winter rain taps on the windowsills, and warm moisture fills the room. In the flickering light from a television screen, Maria can see her friend Jesmyn breaking small pieces from a muffin and popping them into her mouth. Maria lowers her chin into her hands. Her right leg, sheathed in tight, dark, blue jeans, lightly bounces on the linoleum floor.

			On the screen an actress portraying education reformer Paula Crisostomo is arguing with her father, a Filipino immigrant wearing a blue work shirt. “I told you to stay away from these agitators!” he yells at Paula, after seeing her on TV waving a protest sign in the face of a police officer. Based on a true story, The Walkout (2006) captures the events of the 1968 protests in the public schools of East Los Angeles. About twenty-two thousand Latino students participated (one of them was Antonio Villaraigosa, who later served as mayor of Los Angeles, from 2005 to 2013), inspired by a teacher named Sal Castro. Back then, most Latinos were forbidden to speak Spanish in class. Curricula largely ignored Mexican and Central American history, and Latinos were steered toward menial labor.

			In the film Crisostomo can be seen with her fellow students, shaking the metal gate of her school, locked shut by officials to prevent students from walking out. The students rattle the bars, chanting “Viva La Raza!” while police stand on the other side. The gate breaks. Maria’s entire class erupts in applause as Crisostomo and her peers flood into the street. After the film ends, Mr. Roth switches on the lights and turns to his class sitting in motionless silence. “Any thoughts, anyone?”

			“It’s incredible to see how courageous Paula was,” says a student from Nicaragua named Catharine. “She lost confidence so many times, but whenever she lost it, her friends were there to support her.”

			“In middle school, I was told to speak only English at home,” Maria says next. “I think that’s wrong. I already do at school. They shouldn’t tell me how to live my life.”

			Juan, who just wrote a paper on assimilation among young Latinos, agrees. “A lot of Latino kids at Mission don’t speak Spanish, and that’s stupid. If you don’t know where you come from, you’re lost.”

			“I can relate to Paula, how people don’t believe Latinos are smart enough for college,” adds Yesennia. “These stereotypes make me want to prove them wrong.”

			“Speaking of stereotypes,” Jesmyn jumps in, “I was in the bathroom with five black girls, and we were fixing our hair. Two Asian American girls come in and they run out right away, thinking that we are going to bully them. I want to fix that. I’m a nice person!”

			Roth waits a few seconds and jumps in, “Michelle, you were talking to me about this kind of stereotype the other day. Do you mind sharing what you said?”

			“When we moved to St. Louis from China,” says Michelle, “we went to an all African American school. My parents were telling me to stay away from black students. But African Americans were all really nice to us.” She pauses for a moment. “A lot of times, it’s coming from parents. But they just don’t know. My parents never met any black people in China,” she adds.

			“Most parents,” George, a recent immigrant from China, adds quietly.

			“That’s exactly right,” Roth adds. “George chose not to go to Lowell [a prominent public magnet high school in San Francisco], because he wanted to go to a diverse school. His parents supported his decision.”

			“It’s not about the ethnicity, it’s about the person,” George exclaims, in a slightly more confident voice.

			“I love George,” Jesmyn says with a hand on her heart. “I’m about to cry here.”

			The bell rings. Jesmyn and her friend Destiny come up to Maria. “What’s ‘Viva la Raza’?”

			“It kind of means being proud to be Latino,” Maria explains, smiling.

			“How do you say it?” Jesmyn asks, and Maria tells them. “Viva La Raza! Viva La Raza! Viva La Raza!” all three chant, fists in the air, laughing.

			As students shuffle past them leaving class, Roth reminds them, “A short reflection on this film is due next time. And please! Don’t summarize, analyze. Why is this important? How does it connect to other things we learned?”

			The following week, Roth passes back his students’ homework essays. On Maria’s he has written, “It’s a B this time! See me about this, OK?”

			Maria shows up in the doorway of his office the next day. “Some of the stuff you’ve been writing is so powerful. You are really getting there, Maria,” Roth says, lowering his reading glasses and putting down a folder.

			“Why isn’t it an A, then?” Maria half-smiles, and pulls out her homework. “Is this really bad grammar?”

			“Look, writing is primarily about ideas,” Roth tells her. “Language, grammar, and style are important tools to express those ideas. But don’t start by focusing on a few grammar mistakes, or you’ll get stuck on that and ignore the bigger issues.” He had adjusted the spelling and punctuation errors in one paragraph, and explains what he did, but he spends most of the time talking to Maria about other issues, the skills he deems essential “to getting your thoughts out” and “speaking out in the world.” These include thesis, evidence, analysis, conclusion, and an original point of view. “Did you organize your thoughts in a way that made sense?” he asks her. “Did you back up your opinions with evidence? Did you go deep enough?”

			Roth explains to Maria that she summarized and discussed The Walkout effectively, but when it came to analysis and conclusion, her writing seemed rushed. “What are the connections between these protests and the African American struggle for civil rights?” Maria gives him a few examples. Roth suggests that she think some more about why these efforts were ultimately successful. “How did these walkouts change things? Why are we studying this?”

			A few weeks later Maria presents a research paper on equal access to education in front of her classmates. While rewriting her essay about The Walkout, she had discovered that some Latino parents were organizing school boycotts even before the launch of the civil rights movement. Discovering how school boycotts by Latino parents in the 1930s and 1940s helped contribute to the African American civil rights movement and the Supreme Court decision in Brown v. Board of Education (1954) was her favorite finding of the year. She couldn’t wait to tell her friends Jesmyn and Destiny about it. When Maria wrote about it, she forgot all about her challenges with grammar. She had so much to say about why the courage of these parents to speak out mattered, how it changed everything in America and can be felt at Mission High to this day.

			“Did you know that Mendez v. Westminster happened seven years before Brown v. Board of Education?” Maria proudly announces to her class. In the 1946 case, Latino parents won the first-ever antisegregation lawsuit in federal courts. “It helped the Brown v. Board attorneys to win their arguments before the Supreme Court,” she explains to her classmates. “The Mendez case was the beginning of the end for Plessy v. Ferguson [1896], which said that ‘separate but equal’ is fine.”

			When she gets to the section about walkouts, Maria spends the largest portion of her presentation discussing the main reason walkouts succeeded and providing evidence of progress. “The Walkout shows that nothing happens if people don’t make their demands loud. Nothing changes if people just sit quiet and cry,” she argues. “In the movie, they said that as these protests spread in the next few years, Chicano college enrollment increased from 2 percent to 25 percent.”

			A few months later, Roth makes an announcement at the beginning of the class. “One more day before the big bad test, everyone!” he explains and passes out a practice version of the California Standards Test (CST), the final exam in US history as far as the state is concerned. Teachers don’t have access to the actual multiple-choice questions, but the California Department of Education releases a few samples so that students can practice.

			“Are they all just multiple-choice again this year?” Darrell asks. “That’s it,” Roth replies, “but it doesn’t show exactly what you know—just what you remember. This is not how it will be in college.”

			“All I’m asking you to do is to take it seriously,” Roth says. “Do it for the school. Let’s do a quick review together.”

			“Who was the first Catholic president? Give me three things about the New Deal.” Dozens of students shout out answers before Roth has a chance to pick a respondent. Darrell has his hand in the air permanently. The back and forth turns into shouting, and laughter takes over the classroom. “You are going to nail this test. Don’t let them trick you!”

			As Roth retreats to his desk, Maria stares at the rows of empty circles on her sample test. Her heart feels like it is climbing out of her chest. She feels a sharp, pounding pain in her head. The first multiple-choice question reads:

			During the late 19th and 20th centuries, urban immigrants generally supported local political machines that:

				(a) 	diminished the role of new immigrants in civic affairs

				(b) 	were usually supported by urban reformers

				(c) 	provided essential services to the immigrants

			As always, Maria starts translating the English into Spanish. Then she gets to the word “diminished.” She has seen this word many times before, but it was usually contextualized by many other words, and she could guess the meaning of the passage without knowing every term. In this short sentence, though, there are no hints. Maria tries to remember the word’s meaning for a few minutes. Nothing.

			“Affairs” is another word she has heard before, but can’t remember the meaning of. She translates the rest of the sentence—“the role of new immigrants”—but that doesn’t help. She takes a deep breath and translates the rest of the answers. B is a possibility, she thinks to herself. There are some connections, but something feels off. C seems right. But what about A? What if that is even closer to the right answer than C? There is no way of knowing. She fills in C for now.

			“Five more minutes, everyone,” Roth interrupts. Maria has spent too much time on the first five questions, and now she has to rush. She translates another page and randomly chooses answers for the rest.

			She switches to the written section of the exam, and her leg stops bouncing. Roth always includes written sections in the tests he designs. He doesn’t believe that “teaching to the test”—matching the curriculum to the format of the standardized tests, which are mostly multiple-choice—amounts to authentic learning.

			When the bell rings, Maria keeps writing, and she doesn’t stop until Roth collects the pages from her. Roth waits until the last student leaves the room, and they look over Maria’s test together. She gets most of the answers wrong on the practice multiple-choice section, the only one that would have counted for the state. On Roth’s essay question, she gets an A+.
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			“Why doesn’t my opinion about my school matter?” Maria asks me one late afternoon, as a senior, in her studio apartment in the Mission District. “Why does the government get the final say on whether my school is good or bad? Some people in my middle school told me that I’ll never go to college. Then I came to Mission, and Mr. Velez made me feel so welcome. Mr. Roth expects more from me than anyone. How can they call our school ‘bad’?” As we talk about her work at Mission, Maria tells me that discussions like the one about The Walkout were her favorite part of being in school.

			“I’m shy. I don’t speak that much in other classes, but Mr. Roth teaches me how to do it. He taught me that it’s okay to argue even when I still have a lot of questions. Before, I would give up easily, and not defend my point of view. Now, I argue, and I love winning,” she says, beaming, while her little cousin bounces on the bunk bed next to us. While debating is one of Maria’s favorite things about school, she spends most of her time in Roth’s class researching and writing papers. “That’s how I prepare for the debates and learn how to express myself clearly.”

			“Mr. Roth tells me that I will get an A, if I am dedicated to working on my weaknesses and showing improvement. What I really like about his teaching is that he shows me exactly how I improve each time,” Maria adds.

			Maria says she prefers the documentaries and long articles Roth brings to class to her history textbooks and the standardized tests for which they are written. “Our textbook doesn’t even mention the Civil War in El Salvador,” she informs me. She uses the textbooks to make an outline of important dates, names, and events, and to look up definitions of new words like “laissez faire.” She then uses the outlines to study for tests. But Maria doesn’t remember many of these facts from year to year. What she recalls are topics she studied in-depth through her research papers, presentations, and art posters. She plugs a small flash card into my laptop to show me what she has learned.

			“Oh, I really liked this one,” she exclaims, opening a paper titled “Latinos in America in the 1920s.” When her class focused on the Roaring Twenties, Maria discussed how Latino dances like the borero, cha cha cha, and tango entered mainstream American culture during this time. This led her to research Hollywood, where she made her favorite discovery. “Dolores del Rio was the first Mexican movie star to gain interest among white audiences,” she wrote in her paper. “Dolores also showed the world that height does not matter at all if you want to be an actor. She was very famous and beautiful even though she was very short like me!”

			“Last year, I became really interested in African American history, and their struggles,” she explains, clicking through presentation files on Ida B. Wells, Frederick Douglass, Ella Baker, and W. E. B. DuBois. “Learning about this motivates me not to give up.” She opens a paper from the previous year titled “Reconstruction Defeated.” “I wanted to find out how the government justified treating African Americans unfairly with Jim Crow even though the Constitution said that all men and women were equal,” she tells me. In the conclusion of her paper, Maria argued that local and state governments were using Plessy v. Ferguson to establish a “separate, but equal” doctrine that allowed them to treat people of color unfairly. “Through this paper, I became really interested in the 14th and 15th Amendments,” she explains.

			As I hand Maria’s flash card back to her, she says that she will soon be applying to seven colleges and was recently elected Latino Student Club president. She is now helping new immigrant students at school. She is volunteering at a Mission senior housing project through the Latino Club, helping older immigrants in her neighborhood. “And in my free time, I babysit my little brother and my auntie’s daughter,” she tells me. “From now on, I only have time to talk with you over lunch at school.”

			Midway through Maria’s senior year in 2012, she was watching Waiting for “Superman” (2010) in Mr. Velez’s college expository writing class. They were learning about achievement gaps, test scores, teachers’ unions, charter schools, and different solutions offered to “fix” schools like Mission. In one scene, D.C.’s then school chancellor, Michelle Rhee, is shown firing the principal of a low-scoring school, and then the film cuts to scenes of teachers and parents protesting school closures.

			Maria sat in the back and seemed distracted. Her aunt Olivia had received a letter from US Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) demanding that she leave the country within thirty days. Maria was worried about her aunt. She had recently read an article about suicides in detention centers. She found out that one of the major causes was sexual abuse of female detainees. Yet unlike the troubles at her school, this was an issue Maria felt equipped to handle. She recalled a paper she had written about the 14th Amendment and its guarantee of due process. She used her research skills to find out about the appeals process and to find a lawyer. The lawyer didn’t speak fluent Spanish, so she acted as a translator.
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