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PRAISE FOR


The New Kids


“Hauser’s writing resonates with the message she forwards, which is epitomized by International and its cohorts: ‘Keep hope breathing.’ Hauser provides a clear view into the mindset of immigrant teenagers. In doing so, she succeeds in telling a story about people rather than a school. Highly recommended.”


—Library Journal


“[Ms. Hauser] tackles themes like religious norms, teenage pregnancy, unorthodox  living  arrangements  and  the  question  that  has  troubled young immigrants for as long as they have been coming to this country: What does it really mean to be an American?”


—The New York Times


“Hauser clearly cares about the students whose lives she entered for a year, as does the reader, who rejoices for those who get word of scholarships in the spring and regrets the outcomes of undocumented students who are ‘wait-listed for life.’ ”


—Booklist


“Required reading.”


—New York Post


“This is a compelling tale of what it means to teach with heart . . . and with results. Take a break from the hard-hammering headlines of ineffective teachers and standardized test scores and be reminded of the nobility of dedicated teaching—and learning. Highly recommended.”


—NetGalley


“Hauser wisely does not limit herself to relying on the students as sources. She also becomes well acquainted with teachers, parents, siblings, guardians and social workers involved in the lives of the students. The author does her best throughout the narrative to determine which of the students will walk through open doors to the American Dream, and which will find the door slammed shut. A well-balanced narrative of varied humanity.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“Hauser ‘tried to see the students through the lenses they have provided,’ and readers will be rewarded with a richer understanding of how our current immigration policies affect the futures of teens who are different from those born here and yet share so many similarities with teens everywhere.”


—School Library Journal


“Heartbreaking, hopeful, and utterly enthralling. The New Kids is the spellbinding account of what happens when students like Ngawang, who began his journey to America zipped inside a suitcase, meet the kind of teachers willing to confront bootleggers who use kids as slave labor. For real-life drama and a glimpse of America at its best, The New Kids is unbeatable.”


—Christopher McDougall, author of Born to Run: A Hidden Tribe, Super Athletes, and the Greatest Race the World Has Never Seen


“Brooke Hauser’s The New Kids is a beautiful, intimate love letter to both New York City and the enduring anxiety of adolescence, no matter where one is born. By immersing herself, and the reader, in the microcosm of a single high school, Brooke reveals the tectonic shifts of world geopolitics, and how war and oppression translate to individuals’ lives. From the lunch room hierarchies to the prom, the book combines the familiar with the foreign in an engaging, observant narrative.”


—Jennifer 8. Lee, author of The Fortune Cookie Chronicles


“Rich with cinematic detail, The New Kids is a moving, sharply observed portrait of the modern immigrant experience, told through the lens of something we can all relate to: high school. The struggles and triumphs of Hauser’s young subjects are as dramatic and inspiring as anything you’ll find on the fiction shelves.”


—Ransom Riggs, author of Miss Peregrine’s Home for Peculiar Children


“Brooke Hauser’s The New Kids is a beautifully written and deeply moving account of young people trying to find their place in the new America.”


—Warren St. John, author of Outcasts United


“The trust between Brooke Hauser and her teenage subjects infuses her prose. This unique bond embodies the kind of special connection that I, as a documentary filmmaker, continuously strive for. With grace, compassion, and humor, she captures the complexity and intricacies of the young immigrant experience in the United States and teaches us something new about the changing face of our country through the unflinching eyes of its next generation.”


—Ross Kauffman, director of the Academy Award–winning documentary, Born Into Brothels


“Brooke Hauser is a compassionate and spellbinding storyteller; she has won the trust of these young people, and we older Americans should feel profoundly optimistic and grateful that such talented youth have chosen our country.”


—Melissa Fay Greene, author of No Biking in the House Without a Helmet


“This wonderful book connects us to the complexity, intensity and liveliness of refugee and immigrant teenagers. Hauser is masterful at storytelling. The New Kids is a must-read for anyone interested in teaching, teens, or our new America. It does what the best writing does: it increases our moral imaginations.”


—Mary Pipher, author of Reviving Ophelia: Saving the Selves of Adolescent Girls
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For my family and
In loving memory of Saul Shapiro




They asked us questions. “How much is two and one? How much is two and two?” But the next young girl also from our city, went and they asked her, “How do you wash stairs, from the top or from the bottom?” She says, “I don’t go to America to wash stairs.”


—PAULINE NOTKOFF, A POLISH-JEWISH IMMIGRANT WHO PASSED
THROUGH ELLIS ISLAND IN 1917. INTERVIEWED IN 1985.





Part I
PASSAGES






Chit Su’s First Day


Everybody has The Outfit—the outfit they bought for America. The students who have lived in the country for longer have learned how to blend in better, disappearing in brand-name sneakers and low-riding jeans. But each September on the first day of school, the new kids are easy to spot.


Some arrive in their native dress, like the Bangladeshi girls in colorful shalwar kameez, or the African boy who walked the halls in goatskin sandals lined with bristly hair. Others try to fit in and fail, like the boy who came from a country that no one had heard of. He wanted American blue jeans but settled for a pair hand-sewn by his uncle instead. Then there are the kids who dress the part of model student, a few in starched shirts and slacks still wrinkled from the plane, as if they were headed to an immigration interview instead of first period. One Yemeni boy showed up in a business suit, and a Haitian freshman carried a backpack filled with books that weren’t on any syllabus, his notebook thin from all the used pages torn out. Still, he was better off than the refugees who seem to arrive with nothing at all. Everyone remembers the Burmese sisters who wore flip-flops through the first winter snow.


Sitting behind a cluttered desk in her office on the fourth day of school, Dariana Castro examines the new girl from behind cat’s-eye glasses. Somehow, Student No. 219870508 got it almost right. Today is her first day at the International High School at Prospect Heights, a Brooklyn public school that teaches English to new immigrants, but at least by appearances she could be any girl entering the ninth grade at any high school in any city or small town across America. She has silky brown hair, which is half up, and small eyes, which are cast down at the floor. Her lips are glossed and her nails polished, but that doesn’t stop her from nibbling on them. She wears brand-new blue jeans (factory made), a black-and-red Mead backpack, and a T-shirt the fluorescent-green color of Nickelodeon slime. Her clothes fit too well to be hand-me-downs, and they leave no trace of a foreign country. It’s as if someone undressed a mannequin in the back-to-school display in the tween department of Target, and re-created the ensemble on her.


“What’s your name?” Dariana asks.


“Chit Su,” the girl says, twisting a flower-shaped ruby ring on her finger.


“Cheet Sue,” Dariana repeats carefully.


Cradling a phone receiver to her ear, she motions for the girl to take a seat. Especially during the first week of school, it’s rare that an extra chair is available. Throughout the day, a steady tide of visitors flows into this air-conditioned room, located in the back of the student-government office on the fourth floor, keeping Dariana in a perpetual state of distraction.


Officially she is known as the Coordinator of Special Programs, but a better job title would be The Fixer. Every immigrant community has one, and the International High School at Prospect Heights has Dariana, a twenty-five-year-old Dominican with pale skin, curly red-tinted hair that will change colors and styles many times in the coming months, and a solution for everything. Teachers go to her for glue sticks, information about scholarships, or a squirt of hand sanitizer from the giant container on her desk.


To students, Dariana is like Craigslist and a big sister rolled into one, offering everything from job opportunities and relationship advice to home remedies for any number of ailments. For instance, how to get rid of a hickey. Step 1: Address the problem, as she had to do with a Parisian junior who came to school with a blotchy purple stain above his collarbone. What’s on your neck? That’s disgusting! Step 2: Rub the inflicted area with a penny to disperse the blood. It works with black and blues, too. Step 3: Cover what’s left of the love bite with concealer, dismissing any protests that the student in question, in this case a boy, might make about not wanting to wear make-up. Well, why’d you let her do that? Step 4: Send the student back to class.


As soon as the new girl walked into her office to pick up her class schedule, it was obvious to Dariana that Chit Su was suffering from a bad case of nerves. But that’s just about the only thing about Chit Su that is obvious. Other than the ID number assigned to her by the New York City Department of Education, very little is known about Student No. 219870508. No one is exactly sure where she came from, or how she got here this morning, up three flights of stairs and past security. To Dariana, she looks like an ordinary American girl. But she is from Burma. Or Thailand. Her answer changes depending on who asks. Either way, she is the only person in the entire school who speaks her language, now that the flip-flop-wearing Burmese sisters have relocated to Texas. She is seventeen years old, and her English is very limited. That much is clear.


“Are you happy to be here?” Dariana asks, leaning forward. “Are you nervous?”


Silence. Shifting her weight in the chair, the girl smiles, her teeth crowded on top of each other like subway riders at rush hour.


“You’re not nervous?” Dariana asks again, this time speaking more slowly. More silence.


Dariana stands up and walks over to the corner of the room, where a large plastic bag is filled with snacks and small cartons of juice.


“Here,” she says, handing Chit Su a package of peanut-butter crackers, along with her class schedule. “Eat these every time you feel nervous. It will make you feel better.” Rubbing her stomach, Dariana pretends to chew. “Mmmm. That’s what I do.”


* * *


The International High School is located in north-central Brooklyn on the third and fourth floors of a massive, sandy brick building, formerly known as Prospect Heights High School. In the mid-1980s and early 1990s, amid gang warfare, it was considered among the most violent schools in the city. But since then, the Prospect Heights High School closed, and in its place are four small schools: the Brooklyn Academy for Science and the Environment, the Brooklyn School for Music & Theatre, the High School for Global Citizenship, and the International High School at Prospect Heights.


Every morning on the way to first period, students have to pass through a metal detector. Located on the southern side of the school building, the security area is better known as “scanning,” and was set up as part of a citywide effort to reduce violence and weapon possession in schools. The rules are pretty simple: In addition to guns, knives, and glass bottles, no headgear, belts, or electronics are allowed. Nevertheless, day after day, a battle of wills plays out on the patch of sidewalk where boys and girls form double lines under the watch of various administrators and blue-uniformed school-safety officers who guard the entrance to the cafeteria. Despite countless PA announcements throughout the year about dress code, students show up in bandannas and bandies (bandannas tied around the chest like a bra), do-rags and chains, country flags festooning from their pockets, and dingy boxers ballooning from their low-riding jeans like puffs of smog.


For the most part, the upperclassmen are wise to the campuswide restrictions from 8:40 AM to 3:10 PM A few bury their cell phones in Prospect Park until school is out, while others grudgingly deposit their Sidekicks and iPods into numbered brown paper bags, which, for a small fee, cashiers at any number of nearby delis will stow behind the counter, along with the scratch-off cards, Wet N’ Wild condoms, and E-Z Wider rolling papers. The Yemeni clerk on Franklin Avenue is known to have the best deal on the block, one reason why his store is always packed with International students in the minutes before class. Occasionally kids manage to stash their phones in their shoes and get through the metal detector without incident, but it is hard to sneak much past the flat stares of the guards.


One person who always manages to slip by is Alex Harty, a twelfth-grade math teacher. Tall, lanky, pierced, and tattooed—a multicolored portrait of “the gunslinger” from Stephen King’s series The Dark Tower covers his right arm—Alex lopes through the halls of the International like a walking DO NOT DISTURB sign, when he isn’t rolling through on his skateboard. On most days, he comes to work wearing a Toronto Blue Jays cap and baggy cargo shorts, publicly flouting the schoolwide ban of hats and disregarding the administration’s distaste for low-riding pants. He did wear a suit on his job interview: his prom suit. Despite the no-iPod rule, Alex is rarely seen without his headphones. Not just any headphones. These are Shure SCL2 sound-isolating earbuds in black, which, according to the product description, are “great for use in noisy environments such as bus stations, airports, or live stages.”


Or high schools. In the past, everything from the metal band Tool to the bluegrass fusion of Bela Fleck has helped Alex keep his sanity, but not this year, not during the first week of school. Over the summer he lost his iPod, and when he walks into the halls of the fourth floor, there is no buffer, no noise rock or soothing Flecktones to drown out the sound of his students crying out, “Mr. Haaaaaarrrrrtttttyyyyyyyyyy!”—and more than four hundred other voices shrieking simultaneously in foreign tongues.


“Aiiiiiiiiii, Te ves muy morena!”


“Salaam Aleikum!”


“What’s crackin’, yo? What’s poppin’?”


“Kire ki obostha!”


“Jarama!”


“Hey, Plátano,” a French junior calls out to a curly-haired Dominican girl, her brown skin oozing like fresh taffy out of too-tight jeans.


“Hey, Frenchie,” she says, smiling over her shoulder before folding herself into the arms of her boyfriend.


Three years ago, when Alex first began teaching at International, it all sounded the same to his ears: “‘JABBA-JABBA-JABBA.’ When the hallway would come into the room, it was insanity,” he says. “It felt like the Tower of Babel.”


In some ways, Babel is an apt metaphor for the International High School at Prospect Heights, which is part of the Internationals Network for Public Schools, a nonprofit organization formed in 2004 that serves recent immigrants and new English-language learners from around the world. (In addition to twelve schools in New York City, the Network has opened schools in Oakland and San Francisco.) At the school in Prospect Heights, students come from more than forty-five different countries and speak more than twenty-eight different languages. At any given moment hundreds of tongues are flapping in Arabic, Bengali, Creole, French, Fula, Hindi, Krio, Mandarin, Mina, Nepali, Punjabi, Russian, Spanish, Tajik, Tibetan, Urdu, and Uzbek.


Despite his efforts to tune out the cacophony, Alex has picked up a few things over the years. At first, he was boggled by the fact that some of the Tibetan and Bangladeshi students seemed to understand one another; then he learned that they share the common language of Hindi, which the Tibetans learned in Dharamsala, India, home to the largest Tibetan exile community as well as their spiritual leader, the Dalai Lama. Their native “Tashi delek” means “hello” or “good luck.” The Haitians speak Creole, not to be confused with Krio, the broken English dialect of the Sierra Leoneans, who greet each other with the somatic salutation, “Ow di bodi?” (How’s the body?) Typically, the answer is, “Di bodi fine!”


Everyone who walks through the halls of International on a daily basis has a different way of dealing with the noise. (Aspirin helps.) The effect can be overwhelming, like audio spam. Imagine being trapped in a small, windowless room and tuning into dozens of AM radio stations at once. Some frequencies are low, such as the soft chatter of the Pakistani girls who gather in black hijabs, moving like shadows against the rows of rusting blue lockers; or the Bangladeshi girls, who giggle behind their palms and form a colorful garden with their streaming silk scarves in marigold, bluebell, rose, and lime.


Others are head-splittingly strong, like the Dominican girls who do running jumps into each other’s arms, or the Haitian fashionistas who clog the halls, screaming at the top of their lungs, their hugs more like body slams in a cage match.


Chaos and confusion always reign during the first week, but the administrators and school-safety officers who police the third and fourth floors still try to impose order. For the rest of the year the classrooms will never be as clean as they are in September. By June every year, barnacles of dried gum encrust the undersides of tables and chairs, and every August they are scraped away. The restrooms are stocked to the hilt with toilet paper, the bowls pristinely awaiting an answer to a communal plea that has been laminated and taped to the girls’ bathroom door: FLUSH, it says, IF YOU LOVE YOUR SCHOOL. At least for a little while, the hallways smell of disinfectant and not body odor—or, worse, stink bombs. The mottled blue floors are practically spit-shined, like linoleum lagoons, dimly reflecting Nikes and Pumas on their surfaces, as students pounce on each other, their shrieks rocketing off the walls.


Leaning against a row of lockers and sporting a pair of Nike Airs in red, white, and blue, a sinewy African boy named Freeman Degboe lives up to his reputation as the class flirt, stroking his goatee and chatting up girls in various tongues.


“Did you miss me?”


“Where are you from?”


“Hola, flaca!”


“Bonjour!”


“Hey, it’s my wife!” he greets a cute Chinese junior with short-cropped hair and broad shoulders. “Ni hao!”


Over the summer, Freeman traded in his round John Lennon specs and the acoustic guitar he always carried around in the halls—both more for effect than actual use—for those white Nikes, a gold Jesus head pendant, and the nickname Pollo Frito, which his Dominican rapper friends call him in honor of his appetite for Spanish-style chicken and rice. Wind Liu, a whippet-thin Chinese girl with a penchant for patent-leather stilettos, rechristened herself Dinice, even though she still heads her homework with her birth name, Dong Er. Owen Zhu, a geeky senior with a few sparse chin hairs and a flash drive on a cord around his neck, came back with fresh skills, which he hopes will impress Wind/Dinice/ Dong Er.


“I got really into Rubik’s Cube over the summer,” he tells her. “I like it to make my fingers smoother and my thinking smarter.” Oblivious to the cloud of boredom misting over Dinice’s milky-blue contact lenses, he fishes out the puzzle cube from his backpack and works it with thick, sweaty hands. “I learned how to do this on YouTube,” he explains, when each side is a single wall of color. “My best time is one fifty-seven.”


Most of the faces that pass through the halls are familiar. But every year approximately 110 freshmen are accepted into the school, many arriving in the country just months, weeks, or even hours before the first day. Tiny and burdened by huge backpacks, the new kids grip their class schedules and wander the halls lost and confused, watching as teachers pull over other kids like traffic cops stop speeding, swerving cars for Breathalyzer tests. Do you know where you’re going? Who’s your advisor? Who, who, who? She’s waiting for you!


On the first day of school, every student is directed to an “advisory,” a group of about a dozen kids who meet with each other and their advisor, usually a teacher in their grade, for sixty-five minutes twice a week. A few advisors have already led their freshmen charges through the halls, pointing out important landmarks, like the cafeteria in the basement and various classrooms, including 444, which is the room number for Chit Su’s first-period class, global studies.


Because Chit Su came late, she is on her own until she meets her advisor, who also happens to be her first-period teacher. Outside Dariana’s office, Chit Su passes through a harsh, seemingly lawless world on the way to Room 444. Gripping her class schedule in one hand and half-eaten peanut-butter crackers in the other, she walks with her head down through the halls, her backpack molded to her like a turtle shell, her sneakers squeaking against the bluish-gray linoleum. On her right is a mural left by the Class of 2008. The entire wall is covered with a colorful patchwork of squares painted in different shades, representing the skin tones of the inaugural class: peach, parchment, ebony, cocoa, and umber. On her left, locker doors open to reveal stick-on mirrors and photos of teen idols like Zac Efron and Selena Gomez, before banging closed.


Room 440, 441. Chit Su squeezes by a knot of Dominican boys wearing sunglasses and long chains of colored rubber bands—their rap group’s very own discount bling. “718! All day!” someone screams in honor of the posse’s name and Brooklyn’s area code. Nearby, a Haitian girl wearing a single, black lace Michael Jackson glove teases her hair with a purple pick.


Room 442, 443. More classroom doors swing open, and students spill out, shrieking, laughing, hugging, high-fiving, and talking—so much talking. Even their T-shirts talk, getting louder and bolder over the year: “Sexy Baby,” “Sexy Bitch,” “Mean Girls Finish First,” “I’m Looking for a Rich Man.” A stringy African girl in a T-shirt emblazoned with the words “Hi, Hater” sprints down the hall, leaving Chit Su to stare blankly at the blocky lettering on her back: “Bye, Hater.”


At Room 444, Chit Su comes to a squeaking halt and peers through a rectangular glass window in the door. The room is bright and filled with students, their faces turned toward a thin woman standing in front of a huge map. Her name is Suzannah Taylor, and she teaches global studies. Two days ago she made the students step up to the map, point out their countries, and then say one thing they liked about where they were from and one thing they liked about New York City. Everyone agreed that the best thing about America was TV. A boy from Mauritania said he liked his country because it’s large. One girl couldn’t find Haiti on the map and was surprised to see how small it looked when Suzannah pointed out a speck of green amid so much blue. When Suzannah asked a Puerto Rican girl what she missed most about her country, her eyes welled up with tears. “Todo,” she said. Everything.


Suzannah told the class that she missed her home, too, but it was hard to tell where she was from. Fair-skinned with fine brown hair, glasses, and a tiny silver nose stud, she looked like she got dressed in an African market that day. She wore a grass-green skirt in a bold flowered print, big black hoop earrings made of wood, and ivory bangle bracelets that clanged together when she pointed to a gigantic mass of land on the map. “Texas,” she said. “The capital of Texas is Austin. It’s not the biggest city, but it’s where the government is. My country’s capital is Washington, D.C. That’s where the president lives. One thing I like about my country is that there are so many different kinds of people. My second country is Mali because I lived in Africa for a year.”


“Where are you from?” Suzannah asks Chit Su, when she walks into her classroom on the fourth day of school.


“Thailand,” Chit Su says, looking around the room. The peach walls are covered with posters of laminated world currencies and flags. If she had been in class on the second day of school, she would have drawn her country’s flag in crayon on a four-by-six-inch index card along with the other students. But because Chit Su is late, Suzannah gives her a worksheet to fill out. It is divided into three columns: “Words I don’t know,” “Words I kind of know,” “Words I know.”


From her backpack, Chit Su pulls out a pencil bag and selects a sparkly silver-and-blue pen, poising it over the page but never touching the nib to the paper. From the corner of her eye, she watches Suzannah show the class pictures of maps on a projector.


“Who can tell me what a continent is?” Suzannah asks.


Several hands shoot up.


“It’s like an island, but bigger!”


“A group of countries!”


“Something you find on a map!”


Biting the tip of her pen, Chit Su stares at the assignment. As the other students get to work, she stares at the walls, and at her classmates. Like in the mural in the hall, their faces range from ivory white to cake-batter brown to dusky black. Only, up close, they are in high definition. There are a surprising number of mustaches and lots of acne, some of it covered up with patchy foundation or hidden behind heavy bangs. A couple of the girls wear dark veils wrapped around their heads and shoulders.


“We’re going to talk about maps today. Pretend I’m from a different planet,” Suzannah says, cocking her head to the side. “What’s a ‘map’?” More hands shoot up, and she shows the class a map of Central Park. “Is that Costa Rica?” a Haitian girl asks.


At moments, the outside world seeps in, breaking up the chorus of voices. Through the open window comes the whoosh of braking trucks and distant cries of ambulance sirens. In a nearby classroom, the English teacher Minerva Moya claps her hands for attention, her voice ringing down the hall. “Students! STUDENTS!”


When the clock hands hit 9:45 at the end of the period, the effect is already Pavlovian. Students zip their backpacks closed and shove out of their seats, grinding metal chair legs against the floor. Chit Su is still clutching her sparkly silver-and-blue pen, but her page is blank.





Frequently Asked Questions


The little things are the most daunting. Like not knowing when the teacher is talking to you, and then suddenly feeling the heat of so many stares on your back as she asks again, “Can you introduce yourself to the class?” Like having to pee but finding all of the stalls in the girls’ bathroom have been locked from the inside. Do you climb under? But then your pants would get dirty from crawling on your hands and knees on the tile floor. So you hold it—or at least that’s what Chit Su does, after rattling the door doesn’t work. Chit Su hadn’t gone to the three-day summer orientation for new students, which is held every year at the International High School at Prospect Heights, so she missed the full tour. That’s when the staff passed out a list of frequently asked questions compiled by the school’s first-ever graduating class: Where is the bathroom? When is lunch? Where is the office for different things? Who speaks my language? What teachers speak what? How big is the school? How safe is the school? Do you have a swimming pool?


Many of those questions are answered again when students show up on the first day of school and meet their principal, Alexandra Anormaliza. Each September, Alexandra stands by the scanning line and personally welcomes each new student who walks through the wide double doors of the cafeteria. Petite, with long licorice-black hair, a broad face, and a closet full of cute outfits that offset her businesslike demeanor, Alexandra knows what it’s like to feel lost. She attended English as a Second Language, or ESL, classes as a child, after her family immigrated to Brooklyn from Ecuador, and the experience of navigating her way through a large high school where she often felt anonymous and overlooked has defined her to this day. Alexandra became the founding principal of the International High School at Prospect Heights in 2004. A former classroom teacher, she was in her early thirties at the time and represented a new kind of leader being cultivated by New York City’s small-schools initiative.


In 2002, Mayor Michael Bloomberg and Schools Chancellor Joel Klein launched an effort to overhaul the city’s public-school system by shutting down large, failing schools and creating nearly two hundred small schools in their place. One of Klein’s pet projects was the NYC Leadership Academy. Based in Long Island City, Queens, the academy offered an intensive, privately financed fourteen-month program to train principals. Alexandra was a member of the academy’s first class, which graduated in 2004. Around the same time, the Internationals Network for Public Schools—an external nonprofit organization that works with New York City’s Department of Education (DOE), but remains apart from it—had received funding from the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation and was looking to open a new International High School in Brooklyn.


After scouring the borough for possible locations, the Network landed on the Prospect Heights campus. Not only was it close to several subway lines, it was the nearest viable location that the Network could find to an area in southwest Brooklyn that, according to the DOE’s analyses of eighth- and ninth-grade students at the time, had one of the city’s highest-density populations of recent immigrants who also were new English-language learners. “We really have simple criteria,” says Claire Sylvan, the Network’s founding executive director, who helped Alexandra start the school. “We’re looking for the basic minimum requirements. We’re not looking for the Waldorf Astoria.”


In the beginning, the International High School at Prospect Heights was very much a grassroots operation. Alexandra herself recruited students from middle schools in the surrounding community. For the first few months before school started, she didn’t have an office or a work phone and gave prospective students and their parents her personal cell-phone number, which they continued to call for years. Her teachers held part of freshman orientation in the public park across the street.


Even without an office, Alexandra had a vision of what the school could be. She imagined filling the spacious classrooms with students of every color and painting the putty-gray walls a warm peach. “I used to say, ‘We’re going to turn around people’s perceptions of what a school for immigrants should look like,’” Alexandra recalls one afternoon in her office, which is decorated with black-and-white photos of students from the founding class. “It’s going to be the prettiest school, it’s going to have the best teachers. It’s going to be a happy place.”


Since the school opened in 2004, Alexandra has filled it with a staff that is almost as diverse as the students. The majority of the teachers are in their twenties and thirties. They are from Puerto Rico and the suburbs of Philadelphia, the Deep South and Nairobi. They are straight, gay, single, married, black, white, Jewish, Muslim, atheist, Taoist, conservative, radical Democratic Socialist, pierced, parents, tattooed, graying, blue-eyed and blue-haired.


With the exception of the bathrooms and the stairwells, the school is pretty, just as Alexandra had imagined. In the student lounge outside Dariana’s office, neon-colored throw pillows line a seating area by a wall painted with a mural of past and present world leaders, including the Dalai Lama. Classrooms and hallways are wallpapered with student artwork and projects; for one, underclassmen re-created the native dress of ancient Aztec, Sumerian, and Greek civilizations. Despite the utopian feel inside the school, however, the building crouches on the edge of a neighborhood, Crown Heights, that was home to one of the ugliest race riots that this country has ever seen.


In August of 1991, the vicious fighting between the neighborhood’s black and Jewish communities made headlines around the world. Since then tensions have cooled, and the surrounding area reflects an eclectic mix of young professionals, new immigrants, and old settlers. Bodega owners eke out their livings in the shadows of rising luxury condos. Muslim women in burkas stroll down the same stretch of Eastern Parkway where West Indians in sequined costumes gyrate on feathered floats every Labor Day weekend during the annual Caribbean Parade. In the spring, cotton candy vendors sell cumuli of pink fluff on wooden sticks, like artificial effigies of the cherry blossom trees that burst within the perimeters of the Brooklyn Botanic Garden. Near the Brooklyn Museum, the Prospect Heights campus occupies most of a block on Clausson Avenue.


Getting to school is the first test. Some students had never left their villages before coming to the United States. Suddenly they face the challenge of navigating mass transit in a foreign country where they don’t speak the language. Every year freshmen get lost on the way. One African girl ended up at the wrong school, and when she and her father finally made it to International, she begged him to stay with her throughout her first day. In addition to giving tours inside the building during summer orientation, teachers have tried everything from mapping exercises to leading kids on scavenger hunts through the surrounding blocks to familiarize them with the area. Still, students get turned around and often don’t communicate their confusion until it’s too late. One teacher belatedly realized that many of her students were not only unable to point out where they lived on a map, some couldn’t read a map. Last year a popular Chinese senior surprised everyone when he wrote his college essay about how he didn’t eat lunch for the first month of his freshman year because he couldn’t find the cafeteria.


Fortunately, that won’t be a problem for Chit Su. After global studies, Suzannah calls her over and introduces her to a Nepali sophomore named Chhoki Sherpa who will be Chit Su’s guide for the rest of the day. Tall and slim with a long sable ponytail, Chhoki wears a light pink T-shirt that says “Cocktails First Question Later.” She is the one who leads Chit Su down four flights of stairs to the lunchroom, where a line of International students is already snaking down the wall.


Located in the bowels of the school building, the cafeteria is a close, dank room where every sound is trapped and magnified, including the feedback of the walkie-talkies that the school-safety officers carry on their hips. On a low ceiling, fluorescent panels cast a dull glow on whatever happens to be the gruel of the day. The only other light comes from the windows near the double doors at the side exit. Despite the brightly painted blue-and-yellow walls, the space has an institutional feel. Students sit at long oval tables and short round ones, with attached stools and benches, which, unlike chairs, can’t be thrown in a brawl. As an extra precaution against fights, Nedda de Castro, one of the school’s assistant principals, regularly patrols the lunch line looking for line cutters. The crafty kids wait for some distraction to capture her attention before making their move. Nedda is scouring the floor for ketchup packets when Chhoki skips the line, taking Chit Su with her.


Inching forward, Chit Su looks at the pictures of different foods on the bulletin board. To many new students, lunchroom staples like chicken nuggets and meat loaf are unfamiliar. So are the utensils that come wrapped in plastic on their trays. Some of the African girls, who grew up eating a cassava porridge called fufu with their hands and never learned how to use a fork, have been asking for etiquette lessons. Unglamorous as it is, the cafeteria is the first step to dining in public, one reason why the girls sit in the back of the room, near the wall of Snapple vending machines.


“Next!” the lunch lady barks.


Somewhere, the pop of a plastic sandwich bag shatters the air like a gunshot, and Chit Su jumps. Clutching the straps of her backpack, she keeps her eyes trained on Chhoki’s pink shirt. At the head of the line, Chhoki says something to the lunch lady, who hands Chit Su a white Styrofoam tray with pizza and a carton of milk. Inside a clear wrapper is a folded napkin and a white plastic spork that Chit Su examines with interest. When she looks up, the pink shirt is gone.


Standing at the front of the cafeteria, Chit Su grips her tray. It is only the fourth day of school, but already cliques have formed. Near the entrance is one of the Haitian tables. Several of the guys belong to a rap group called the Get Money Flyboys, or GMFB for short. Despite the no-hat rule, they wear black do-rags and Yankees caps with the price tags in plain sight: $31.99. Most days they slam their palms on the Formica tabletop and improvise on big themes like “pain” and “humanity,” trying to drown out the beats of International’s other rap group, 718 La Familia.


Sitting on the opposite side of the lunchroom, the boys in 718 hail from the Dominican Republic and Peru. They take their cues from Keith Longa, a sixteen-year-old with soft cheeks and a Caesar haircut who goes by various nicknames: King Capo, The Leader, The Boss, and Number One. The shortest member of the group, King Capo is the one responsible for their discount bling. Over the summer he bought a ton of colored rubberbands, which he assembled into long chains bearing the group’s name in marker on silver medallions that are actually Memorex CDs. King Capo may be the image maker, but everyone knows that the best rhymes come from a skinny sophomore named Alan Caceres, who calls himself Crazy Flow The Professional and keeps a Daddy Yankee notebook filled with raps in Spanish and English. “We’re number one in Brooklyn. We run this school. I’m not kidding—we don’t play,” Caceres boasts, adding thoughtfully, “We only play with music.”


With few exceptions, the lunchroom’s gray-and-blue tables are as clearly demarcated as the city’s ethnic neighborhoods. Not far from the rappers are the Dominican jocks, with their gelled curls and manicured nails and names like Odanis (in honor of the godly, handsome youth Adonis, but misspelled). In between playing dominoes and eyeing cute girls, they talk about baseball, always béisbol. It’s almost impossible to pass their table without hearing Major League names like Cano, Cabrera, or Martinez.


Geographically close, but galaxies apart in every other respect, are the Uzbek freshmen. A throng of boys who went to the same middle school together have re-formed their alliance in the lunchroom, where they sit next to each other in decreasing sizes like Russian stacking dolls. With their peach fuzz, nascent pimples, and pungent boy smell, they repel girls with as much force as the Dominicans attract them and use their sporks to launch chicken-nugget missiles across the room.


Should one of those missiles hit the next table, all hell will break loose. The eleventh-grade Haitian girls are among the fiercest fighters in the school. Despite the short fuses of an infamous few, they are almost always willing to forgive a fellow Haitian, and they reserve a special tender spot for Wave Pascal Saint Fleur Michelot, a tiny squeak of a sophomore whose ceremonious name came to his father in a dream. As the story goes, a voice told his father: “You gonna make a son, he gonna be your only son, and you gonna call him Wave Pascal.” Scrawny and dark-skinned with a smile like a thousand glow sticks snapped at once, Pascal, as he is more commonly known, has a reputation for getting out of trouble almost as easily as he gets into it. On mashed-potato day, he is the first to smack his hand into the gluey mound of starch and gravy and start a food fight. The girls for the most part give Pascal a free pass and look for trouble elsewhere. The social workers have yet to figure out why their biggest rivals are the Yemeni boys, aka The Arabic Family, but one wrong look can ignite jihad. Not to be confused with “Jehad,” who is a student.


Sporting XXL T-shirts and copious amounts of facial hair, the Yemeni boys sit at one of the tables closest to the exit doors and stare longingly at the Dominican chicas in stretch jeans and halter tops, while they still can. Their bachelorhood is fleeting, and arranged marriages await several of the boys in the near future. Until then, they court the Latin girls with the passion of Saudi princes. Every Valentine’s Day boys with names like Kassim and Musheer send girls with names like Geraldine and Juliana two-dollar roses delivered in class and love notes that are more carefully composed than any homework assignment. Once in a while the group has one fewer member. Boys drop out to marry girls back home or work full-time. Among those who stay, several are grocers by night and wannabe gangstas by day. Kassim Almalahi, a mustached sophomore who goes by the name Sammy, raps about the deli where he toils behind the counter. “Sammy Sammy’s my name / I don’t play no new game / Sammy Sammy eat pastrami / Stay behind the deli / Make eggs and cheese and salami.” Today he’s not eating anything. From sunrise to sunset, he and the other Muslim students are fasting for Ramadan throughout the month of September.


Chit Su tucks a loose piece of hair behind her ear and heads toward the Chinese tables. If she wanted to, she could rest her tray there. The Chinese kids occupy several outposts throughout the cafeteria, which subdivide according to age and attitude. For the most part, the Chinese students stick together. But occasionally someone breaks away from the mold of geek, gamer, or popular girl. Dinice Liu can’t stand the Abercrombie girls who gossip behind her back. “All of those Chinese girls, they don’t even talk to me, and they say mad shit about me, like I fuck with every single boy I know, and I’m so ghetto,” she says, fuming. “They don’t even know me.” Instead, she sits with two friends who are widely considered to be the hottest girls at school: Kalsang Choekyi, a Tibetan girl who resembles Megan Fox, and Elaine Vasquez, a Dominican who likes to wear black bras under white tank tops and has curly hair that always looks wet.


As in any high school, there are also the nomads: lost freshmen who wander from table to table looking for a place to settle, as well as upper-classmen who don’t fit into any one group. Now a senior, Freeman speaks four languages fluently and uses all of them to hit on hotties from every corner of the world. Since the second semester of his freshman year, when Freeman arrived fresh off the plane from Togo, he has racked up countless nicknames, which vary from group to group. The Dominicans know Freeman as Pollo Frito; the Tibetans know him as the lone black guy who joined Students For a Free Tibet and then rechristened himself The Freedom God; and the teachers know him as Mr. International, on account of all of the above. In Freeman’s unfinished autobiography, entitled Freeman’s Book, he insists that in his hometown in Africa he was known as Le Beau Gars de la Ville, which he translates as “the Cute Guy of the Town.” He also responds to Fatoosh, The Pimp, Frenchy, Sexy Lips, The Sexy Nerd, and The Popular Guy. (He came up with the last two monikers himself.)


Still, in trying to fit in everywhere, Freeman belongs nowhere—certainly not at the table of younger West African boys who scoff at his shameless pickup attempts, nor with the girls from Guinea who simply pretend that he doesn’t exist. None of those girls seems to have much interest in boys her own age, but one senior is more mature than some of her teachers. Her name is Bilguissa Diallo, and at nineteen, she is a wife to a Fula taxi driver and mother to their baby, born last year. Every morning before school Bilguissa wakes at 7:30 to pack her daughter’s pink knapsack with Huggies diapers and two plastic bottles filled with milk, which she hands over to the child-care specialists who work at a campus nursery on the first floor. Soft-spoken, with a round face and a gap-toothed smile, Bilguissa emits a sense of graceful calm in nearly everything she does, and despite her responsibilities at home, she has managed to become one of the top students in her grade.


Also at the top of the class is Harold Montilla. Unlike the Dominican jocks, Harold can’t play baseball to save his life, and dancing bachata—forget it—too much hip shaking and leg grinding. With his close-cropped hair and a silky black trace of a mustache, Harold doesn’t look like a typical dork, but underneath the Aéropostale shirt is a gentle soul who is obsessed with Star Wars and comic books and who seems to love two things above all: studying and spending time with his girlfriend Jessica Tan, who just arrived from China last year. If they aren’t comparing their SAT scores or finishing up their articles for the school newspaper, chances are good that Harold and Jessica are deep in conversation, sitting across from each other at a round table at the edge of their own little world.


Finally, there are the actual nomads: Tibetan kids who grew up tending yaks and foraging for food and never knowing their birthdays. Several had been farmers in their native country. They are sisters and brothers, cousins and long-lost neighbors, and many of them, male and female, are named Tenzin. Some of the Tibetan students were raised in the same section of eastern Tibet. Others met later in Dharamsala, India. A few were introduced by friends or relatives in New York. But however they ended up here, almost all of the Tibetan students have crazy pilgrimage stories about how they fled: crossing the Himalayas by foot in the middle of winter, getting thrown in jail, and being held at gunpoint by Chinese police.


The leader of the Tibetan Club is Ngawang Thokmey, a senior known around school as Mr. Free Tibet. Small-boned and muscular with a perfect swell of black hair, Ngawang is usually the first person to volunteer to help out a new student, and in the coming weeks and even months, there will be many among the Tibetans—always arriving with vascular cheeks as rosy as a Red Delicious. Sitting with his older brother Lobsang and their friend Tenzin, a boy who wears a diamond stud in his ear and a cannabis leaf on his T-shirt, they form a base camp for just about anyone who comes from a country bordered by the Himalayas.


Despite their open-door policy with most students, the Tibetans sit a few tables away from the Chinese kids, partly to avoid fights. Even thousands of miles away from home, age-old animosities between the two cultures play out in the cafeteria. Ngawang makes an effort to be friends with Chinese students, but one day when he distributed flyers advertising an upcoming meeting of the Tibetan Club, which is affiliated with Students for a Free Tibet, a group of boys defaced it by writing, “Bullshit! Tibet is inside of China first go to Chinese Club.” The flyer eventually made its way back into Ngawang’s trembling hands. Every once in a while, a comment like that threatens to disturb the peace, but for the most part the Tibetans are nonviolent, hospitable, and welcoming to outsiders. A few seats down, Chhoki is already tucking into her lunch when Chit Su spots her pink shirt and heads over to join her and another Nepali girl, a senior with teased reddish hair and chipped purple nail polish.


Though her real name is Yangi, the girl with the teased hair introduces herself as Angie Sherpa, “You know, like Angelina Jolie,” she says.


“Where are you from?” she asks Chit Su.


Unaware that she is being spoken to, Chit Su stabs at her rubbery pizza with a spork.


“Where are you FROM?” Angie asks again.


Startled, Chit Su looks up. “Thailand,” she mutters.


“Oh, I was the only girl from Nepal. How old are you?”


“Seventeen.” Despite Chit Su’s attempts, the pizza is unyielding to the spork’s flimsy plastic tines. After sniffing a bit of cheese that has collected on the spoon’s edge, she tries a scooping motion instead. It’s a no-go.


“You’re seventeen?” Angie says with a snort. “You look twelve or thirteen! What grade are you in?”


No answer.


Angie tries again. “GRADE?”


“Ninth grade,” Chit Su says, pushing her tray aside.


Angie takes another bite of her cheeseburger and examines the new girl more closely. As she chews, her thoughts practically telegraph themselves. Compared to other kids her age, Chit Su looks too young to be in high school, but if she is actually seventeen, she is too old to be a freshman.


“Ninth grade,” Angie says finally, in between gulps. “Why?”





Over the Counter and Under the Radar


Every year, new kids who are afraid to speak arrive at the school. At least for the first week, many freshmen sit in monklike silence, and classrooms are so quiet that teachers have to laugh. That’s because they know something the students do not: in just a few days, most of them will be screaming and bouncing off the walls like at any other high school.


While the majority of the students eventually warm up, some choose not to talk for weeks, sometimes months. Most of the kids know at least a few words of English, but they use them in strange ways. There was the Bangladeshi boy who wished his classmates a good evening every morning, and the well-meaning Tibetan girl who innocently greeted her social-studies teacher in the halls by saying, “Hey, sexy!” Words could come out all wrong—like tones made by a deaf person who has no way of knowing what those noises sound like to the outside world.


Although Chit Su didn’t say much on her first day of school, every once in a while a word in English escaped her when she thought no one was in earshot. Before lunch, she was on the fourth floor standing in front of a bulletin board covered with student art when her finger alighted on a drawing of an insect with bright, colorful wings. “Butter!” she cried in a low and guttural voice. “Fly!” Then she started pointing to different colors and naming them, playing a private game of I Spy.


Throughout the day, some questions were easier to answer than others. Did she know her ABCs? How about her 123s? The answer, as her English teacher determined from a quick battery of assessment tests, was yes and yes. But by far the hardest questions were the ones that began with “Why.” Why was she seventeen and only going into the ninth grade? Why did she leave Burma? Why did she sometimes say that she was from Thailand? Why had she come to America?


Each year the school admits students who leave their countries for a variety of reasons. Some immigrate to the United States to join family members who are already here, some to simply get a better education. Other students are fleeing wars or political persecution, their very lives vivid testimonies to the headlines of the world. In every grade, there are witnesses to hunger in Haiti, horror in Sierra Leone, police brutality in Tibet, and religious extremism and poverty in the Middle East. Students have trekked mountains, crossed deserts, and survived imprisonment to make it to International, which has as its motto: “Opening Doors to the American Dream.”


No matter where they started off or where they are headed, at a certain point everyone meets Miguel Antunes, the school’s resident parent coordinator. An amiable twenty-nine-year-old guy from Elizabeth, New Jersey, with a shaved head and a penchant for Ben Sherman jackets and cool sneakers, Miguel oversees the intake process of almost every new referral who walks into the pod of offices that he shares with the school’s social workers on the fourth floor.


Using a translator when necessary—the DOE provides translation in nine languages as well as interpretation services in more than one hundred languages—Miguel first goes over the basic qualifications that a prospective pupil needs to meet in order to be accepted at International. According to the criteria set by the Internationals Network and the DOE, at the time of intake, a student must have lived in the United States for fewer than four years and must be a new English-language learner, or ELL. All International students take an English language assessment test—the catch is, they have to fail to get in.


Miguel’s office is luridly lit by fluorescent panels and sparsely decorated with a subway map on one wall and a whiteboard with an endless “TO DO” list on another. Not exactly a welcoming space, but for many families, especially those who have come to America for their children’s education, it is memorable: a place where hopes and dreams are buoyed or dashed. An Ellis Island to the school’s bustling metropolis, Miguel’s office is a gateway to the New World and he is the processing agent.


Students come to the school in a few different ways. Some are sent by their middle schools. Others find out about International from the DOE or from a friend. Every year Miguel sees plenty of “over-the-counter kids,” as they are known, students who more or less have wandered into the school off the street or from a local borough enrollment office. Generally, parents and guardians of newcomers to the country are supposed to go to one of the DOE’s fourteen main enrollment offices, where they begin the process of finding a school. For many families, that process feels more like an endless odyssey through an enormous bureaucracy that is unable to address all of their needs.


Despite the nearly two hundred new schools that have been created as part of Mayor Bloomberg and Chancellor Klein’s small-schools initiative, ELLs still get lost in the shuffle. Even when they have a referral form from one of the enrollment offices in hand, newcomers often get turned away because a particular school can’t accommodate them. Families may be told that there is no room when, in fact, there are limited or no resources available to ELLs at many schools, even though these students are legally entitled to receive additional services, including instruction to learn English.


The International schools help fill the gap in the system. Funded by the DOE as well as by grants from Internationals Network partners, these small public schools are set up exclusively to serve newcomers who are also English-language learners—two separate qualifications. “You can be an English-language learner and not be a recent immigrant, or you could be a recent immigrant and not an English-language learner, because you came from England or Jamaica,” explains Claire Sylvan, the Network’s executive director.


At the International High School at Prospect Heights, cultural acclimation goes hand in hand with English instruction. Students from various ethnic and educational backgrounds are mixed together in all subject area classes, where they speak and write in English as well as in their native languages, often working in small groups so that they can help each other. Sylvan compares this style of learning to riding a bicycle: “People learn to ride a bicycle by getting on it—not by watching.”


Though the Network is relatively new, the model that it adheres to can be traced back to 1985, when Eric Nadelstern, who later became the DOE’s chief schools officer, founded the original International High School at LaGuardia Community College in Queens. A joint venture by the Board of Education and the Board of Higher Education of the City of New York, the school was set up to deal with the influx of immigrant students. In the years since Nadelstern served as principal at LaGuardia, his vision for a public high school that would prepare ELLs for college has spawned almost a dozen more International schools around the city, and two in California. Every year, however, more newcomers arrive and there is less space for them at the International schools, which are increasingly in high demand for a population that has been treated as a low priority.


“So many times, I’ve said to enrollment counselors, ‘Look, we really don’t have the space,’ and asked if they could find another placement,” Miguel says. “But the counselors push me because they know that, at another school, a student might not get any support. Maybe there’s no ELL program at all. The student ends up sitting in the back of the class for the whole year, or dropping out.”


For many students who already have been rejected by other public schools, the International High School at Prospect Heights is a last resort. Miguel can tell which families have spent days trudging from school to school looking for an empty seat: their papers stick together from so much handling. Those who have lived in America for a couple of years and become more established might organize their records in a three-ring binder or a plastic briefcase, but newer arrivals sometimes stuff their children’s identities into brown paper bags—dumping onto the conference table outside Miguel’s office birth certificates, passports, yellow vaccine forms, and utility bills as proof of address, often not their own.


Almost all of the families who come to International look lost. The school-safety officers who guard the building get used to the sight of nervous mothers and slack-jawed kids, dressed to impress, as if the right outfit could guarantee a seat, as if a seat could guarantee a future. Ngawang Thokmey thinks it can. “Once you get into this school, your life is fine. Even if you never become famous or successful, you don’t have to do dangerous work,” he assures a thirty-something Tibetan father who has come to the school to enroll his daughter, a former yak herder. Although she has never been to school in her life, clearly the girl has done some studying in the hope of passing her first test: the interview. She wears rhinestone-encrusted jeans and a purple scrunchie in her long black hair. Her father, a family friend who has asked Ngawang to serve as their translator, carries her documents in a white plastic bag emblazoned with the message, “I Love America.”


The new kids start coming in as early as July and continue to show up at the school as late as the following June. They arrive in trickles and tidal waves, with parents and siblings, friends and distant relatives, and occasionally a representative from the International Rescue Committee, an organization that aids refugees. Many prospective students hear about International via word of mouth within their own communities, or from in-house recruiters who visit middle schools in the area. Once, Dariana Castro attempted to recruit a student at a Laundromat.


Technically, Miguel is supposed to take every child who is referred by one of the DOE’s enrollment offices and meets the criteria set forth by the Internationals Network and the DOE. Because every year there are more referrals and fewer seats, however, Miguel is forced to turn kids away. “Our hands are tied. If the principal tells me I have no space, I have no space. As far as the DOE is concerned, we should take all of those students,” Miguel says. “But then, it becomes much more difficult for individual students to get the attention they need. It really does destroy the whole idea behind the small-schools initiative.”


August and September are the busiest months, and the cruelest. Miguel adds: “I call myself the Grim Reaper. In some cases, you’re turning a whole family away.”


The job takes an emotional toll on Miguel. He sees the Uzbek mother playing with the hem of her gray pencil skirt as she implores the bodiless voice of a Russian translator whom he has summoned on the speakerphone to implore Miguel to allow her son into the ninth grade. He listens as the Haitian stepmother speaks on behalf of her silent stepdaughter, who arrived in the United States only two months before. “She don’t know train or bus yet,” the woman pleads in a thick Creole accent. “She’s gonna lost.”


Certain words are universal: “Please,” “Thank you,” “I’m sorry.” In the best-case scenario, Miguel is able to help a family find a spot at another International school. Depending on the level of education in a student’s native country, he might recommend repeating the ninth grade if there is no space in tenth. If nothing else works, he has to send another family back onto the street.


If there is space, the actual intake lasts thirty minutes to an hour. For many of the Tibetan students who were nomads or farmers back home, there are no easy answers.


How old are you? Take Ngawang, for example. He is seventeen, but his birth date is unknown. His grandmother calculated that it was sometime in June 1991, based on the height of the weeds on the day he was born, during the Year of the Sheep on the Chinese zodiac calendar.


What is your name? That seems pretty straightforward, but not if you are asked to fill in two names when you only have one. Take Sonam Sonam—or Lucky Lucky—a freshman whose given name also became her surname when she entered the United States.


Where are you from? Though a few Tibetan students were born in Dharamsala, India, most are from eastern Tibet, but their birth certificates are officially Chinese, reflecting decades of government control. “I hate that,” Ngawang seethes.


When did you arrive in this country? That’s easy. Almost everyone remembers the exact day.


What was the last grade you completed in your country? The rare female student from Yemen and the West Africans from war-torn villages take pause before answering. Every year kids who are classified as SIFE—Students with Interrupted Formal Education—are given extra academic attention in a special program at the school. But there is no such label for the students whose formal education never even began before they entered the United States.


How do you like New York? Where are you living? Who are you living with? In his two years on the job, Miguel has processed kids who were sleeping in homeless shelters or squatting with friends. “I try not to pry too much into their living situation,” he says. “If a student registers with their aunt and uncle, for instance, I won’t necessarily ask where their mother or father are, since that could be a tough emotional question.”


Any medical problems? Do you have health insurance? Often, the answer to the second question is no.


Legal status is “a don’t-ask-don’t-tell thing,” Miguel explains. All students, whether documented or not, are legally entitled to attend public school from kindergarten through the twelfth grade as a result of the 1982 United States Supreme Court ruling, Plyler v. Doe, which came about after a group of undocumented Mexican children living in Tyler, Texas, were effectively denied free public education at local schools. The ruling has been called into question several times over the past three decades, with each new anti-immigrant wave. However, the alternative—not educating the hundreds of thousands of undocumented children who currently live in this country—could help grow an impoverished underclass.


“Children will become adults, and could become productive members of society—or they could become members of society that cost a huge amount of money. Prisons are infinitely more expensive than schools,” says Sylvan. “We look at it as lowering the cost to society in the long term by enabling a large group of people, many of whom will eventually become legal for a variety of reasons: the jobs they choose, the people they marry, the changes in laws. Any number of things can happen. Better to have those people functioning as productive members of democratic society than not.”


Despite the current open-door policy at American public schools, there are still conspicuous absences among certain populations of immigrant students at International. It is a crisp fall afternoon, and one problem in particular has been dogging Nedda de Castro, the Dominican assistant principal, as she sits in her office near a picture of her daughter playing the violin. “Where are the Uzbek girls?” she wonders aloud. “We have a whole crew: ten kids from Uzbekistan, not a single girl. Do they have sisters? What’s up?”
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