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Gatsby believed in the green light, the orgiastic future that year by year recedes before us. It eluded us then, but that’s no matter—tomorrow we will run faster, stretch out our arms farther…. And one fine morning—

So we beat on, boats against the current, borne back ceaselessly into the past.

—F. SCOTT FITZGERALD, THE GREAT GATSBY
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Prologue: Back to School



April 13, 2006, was like any other Thursday—except for this: I bought a pair of jeans riddled with shrapnel-sized holes. They call it the distressed look. But the only thing distressing about it was the price tag. Two rips by the zipper. One puncture of the left knee. Three gashes in the right shin. The backside shredded with four pockmarks. More than enough ventilation to produce an uncomfortable breeze. The jeans were brand-new but designed to look beat-up, as if I’d worn them in the most rugged of urban circumstances, like rappelling off the side of the Empire State Building. I could almost imagine the factory worker hunched over a worktable, whacking the jeans with a sturdy pickax to induce just the right number of fashionable holes. So this is what it’s come to, I thought to myself, as I slipped on the torn jeans. No. Check that. This is what I’ve come to. It’s finally happened: I’ve become a teenager.

Again.

Which is a strange thing for a middle-aged man like me who can barely remember puberty. When I graduated from Stuyvesant High School in 1985—was it that long ago?—I couldn’t wait to get out, get on with the rest of my life, never thinking there was anything remarkable about this New York City school, never thinking I’d come back. But then, more than two decades later, I returned to high school. And the strangest thing of all, I stayed for a while.

In January of 2006, I took a leave of absence from the Washington Post, where I am a staff writer, to document the life and times of students and teachers at what is widely considered to be one of the best—and weirdest—high schools in America.

Where else is it cooler to be a nerd who aces a differential equations test than a jock who masters the touchdown jig? How many other high schools can boast that hundreds of seniors annually gain admission to Ivy League colleges? Or that their alumni include a handful of Nobel laureates, Oscar winners, and other luminaries of the arts, industry, and public service. In a glowing story about Stuyvesant, Life magazine once posed the question in its headline: “Is This the Best High School in America?”

And this is a public school.

Stuyvesant, on the eve of the hundredth anniversary of its first graduating class in 1908, remains a model of academic excellence—public or private—while educators and policy makers decry the state of education in America, including the nation’s estimated 25 percent dropout rate, as U.S. students fall behind those of other nations in their mastery of such vital subjects as math and science. Which, by the way, happen to be Stuyvesant’s great strengths.

Stuyvesant remains the alternate universe of high school, where students are proud to admit they pull caffeinated all-nighters to study, where they don’t want to leave school at day’s end. “We have to sweep them out of the building,” says Assistant Principal Eric Grossman, the school’s popular English department chairman. In a high school that feels more like a college, there are virtually no fistfights, mostly only tussles over grades, which students calculate to the second decimal place, and there are no official class rankings because, well, hundreds of students maintain a high grade-point average, so what’s the point? While high school football is worshipped in places like Texas, the deities at this school near the southern tip of Manhattan are the science geeks and the math wonks, and if they don’t win science and math championships, hell hath no fury like an overinvolved parent. To underscore the point: there is no football field, but the school has a dozen state-of-the-art science labs.

Thomas Jefferson might have called such a place an aristocracy of talent. Stuyvesant boosters call it a meritocracy. Any eighth- or ninth-grade student in New York City can take the test to gain entrance to Stuyvesant. Critics, however, say the test makes Stuyvesant nothing more than an exclusive club, where only about 3 percent of applicants gain admission, and they argue that acceptance is not a measure of academic skills but of financial resources for those parents who can afford to send their children to costly prep courses, tutors, and private academies, sometimes starting in elementary school, with the single aim of winning a seat at Stuyvesant.

Whichever is true, it’s hard to argue against the powerful idea that Stuyvesant is a kind of educational lottery ticket—a free elite high school education for the brightest, or at least the best prepared.

Not that I appreciated the place. That is, until March of 2004, when the Stuyvesant High School Alumni Association invited me to speak on a panel about corporate scandals, the subject of my first book, Stealing Time: Steve Case, Jerry Levin, and the Collapse of AOL Time Warner. It was my first visit to the old stomping grounds since I escaped from adolescence relatively unscathed. Buried for years, that queasy feeling came back instantly: was I late to school again? That, and a sensation that what had seemed so grand as a teenager had been reduced in size now that I was an adult, even the romantic sweep of the staircase from the school lobby to the second floor, which no longer looked so grand or romantic. I couldn’t remember a solitary thing I learned in high school classes, not even the Pythagorean theorem. But a dollop of reminiscence struck me: how, on the first day of freshman year, an upperclassman offered to sell me a pass for a pool that didn’t exist. Of Ron Cancemi, a school counselor who believed in me when I didn’t, rest his soul. Of the time I professed my love for a girl from a nearby high school by spray-painting in gigantic letters “I LOVE YOU” on the broken asphalt of her school courtyard. Her boyfriend wanted to kill me. Of Dr. Bindman, a Stuyvesant English teacher who handed back a creative writing assignment to me with high praise, including the subversive suggestion, “Why don’t you become a writer!” (I recently found the paper on a sweltering summer day in a musty cardboard box deep in the bowels of my dusty garage.) It was just the tonic for a fifteen-year-old boy in need of an idea. And then there was Frank McCourt, another of my high school English teachers before he became a literary phenomenon, who once burst out of the front doors of the school, his nose bloodied reputedly at the hands of a friend of a Stuyvesant math teacher. Mr. McCourt was tough on the reputed friends of math teachers, charitable with the students. He bestowed on me a grade of 98 on my report card (a faded copy of which I found in the same cardboard box).

Who knew at the time what a unique place this was? The Pulitzer Prize-winning McCourt wrote a brief but loving ode to his experience at the school in Teacher Man. The school has been stitched into the fabric of literature: “it was nerd, nerd, nerd,” wrote Jonathan Lethem in his best-selling novel The Fortress of Solitude. But no one had ever taken an in-depth look at the school and what made it so different. And that visit to the old school got me thinking: what can be more important than our children and the future? Nearly nine out of ten students in the United States are educated in the public schools—more than 48 million students—and they affect everyone, whether you’re a taxpayer, a student, a parent, a teacher, or an employer. Few things inspire more passion in people than the education of our children. Schools don’t just determine what communities we live in. They tell us about ourselves, our values, whether in the strife of desegregation, one of my early subjects as an education reporter in the South, or in the debate over how to educate the gifted and talented, like the denizens at Stuyvesant. This bizarre high school, where the brainiacs prevail, nonetheless tells the universal story of high school. The question, though, was, how do I get to the heart of the matter? There seemed only one answer: return to high school.

It’s a rare gift to go back without all the bad stuff that comes with high school: the unending battery of tests and homework, the looming Damocles sword of college applications, the confusion of peer pressure (do this) and parental pressure (don’t do that), the pressure to succeed, to be all you can be, to fulfill your potential, yadayadaya. This time around, mercifully, I didn’t have to take a drafting class to learn how to draw a straight line. But it wasn’t until I returned to Stuyvesant as an adult that I saw with clarity how the school had given me the gift of opportunity. How, for one, I still write today because when I was fifteen, I was inspired by Shakespeare’s Othello and wrote a school musical, a magical experience even though school administrators changed the title from Dead in Bed to the less risqué Mystery Tonight. It was only when I returned to Stuyvesant twenty-some years later that I saw clearly just how high school is a microcosm of our society, driven by our deeply held beliefs about competition and rugged individualism and the idea that the best will prevail, even if that notion is perhaps sometimes just an illusion. At Stuyvesant, I witnessed the drama of adolescence that I had forgotten about, that parents don’t hear about: first loves, illicit drugs, sudden death. Broader questions about how we teach children played out below the surface: Is it better to separate gifted and talented students into their own school, like Stuyvesant? Or is this a debilitating case of elitism in public education? What makes Stuyvesant—the kids who pass the test, or the school that educates them? And how do students cope with academic integrity, sexual discovery, and the complex burdens of being smart?

This much is certain: Stuyvesant is to many the embodiment of the American Dream, a school founded more than a century ago as a manual training school for boys that has become a haven for immigrants and the children of immigrants who want a better life. Stuyvesant’s roughly three thousand students—packed about thirty-four per class—represent a kaleidoscope of ethnicities. Today, with more than half the students of Asian background, the school represents virtually every nationality and socioeconomic level, offering a window into the ethnic politics that pervade not just schools but communities throughout the nation. The school also offers a window into the dark side of the American Dream—unyielding competition, massive pressure, chronic cheating, racial divisions—leaving no student untouched.

For this book, the challenge was focusing on a handful of people who represent the great breadth of talent inhabiting the school. They weren’t hard to find, even if I stumbled into most of them: a ten-year-old prodigy who has the memory of a computer chip. A sixteen-year-old football captain who taught himself calculus. A seventeen-year-old heroin junkie whose gift is the beautiful poetry she scrawls on paper. A dedicated teacher who suffers from depression and isn’t supposed to be teaching because he lacks a license. An assistant principal who regularly breaks the rules if it means helping the kids.

To his credit, the school principal, Stan Teitel, never told me whom to interview, nor did he ask for any control over the book; it was essential to have this freedom so that I could write a true and accurate account, however unflattering some of the passages might be. Throughout my time at the school, I was acutely aware that although I’m an alumnus, I was not there as an advocate. I was an outsider, a journalist, whose story would carry meaning only if it was fair and whole. Rarely do schools allow a writer such latitude over an extended period, if only because even in the best of places, things can and do go wrong. But I was given free rein to roam about the school, including an open letter tucked in my pocket from the principal asking his staff to extend to me “every courtesy” in case they were wondering what a thirty-nine-year-old man was doing wandering the hallways or attending class. I never needed to show that letter to the students. My real pass with them was simply that I had graduated from Stuyvesant. I knew.

Plus, I had gone to Brown University, a fact that I never thought carried much weight in my career as a writer but now finally paid off. It represented credibility in a school where many students and even more parents worship at the altar of the Ivy League.

There was little formality to the reporting process, although I did ask parents of students under the age of eighteen to sign a consent form allowing their children to be interviewed and photographed for this book. Other authors have employed fictional names in writing about teenagers and high school life, but despite the many delicacies involved, I never use pseudonyms in the book. The narrative is a faithful account of the time that I spent at the school, written in the present tense when the action occurred, with ages and other facts reflecting the time covered. Some parents asked for the right to review their children’s quotes before the book’s publication, fearing what their children might say; I refused in each case, explaining that such censorship would compromise the integrity of the journalism. One parent went so far as to ask me to sign a waiver before speaking to her. I didn’t. What I did promise—to myself—was that I would practice compassionate journalism, which is to say that I would remember that I was in many cases interviewing children, not adults, and that as such, it was important to keep in mind the repercussions of what they said or did. When a student left what appeared to be a suicide note, my first duty was not to document it as a detached journalist but to rush to school to do something about it. Fortunately, the student was alive.

Little did I realize what I was getting myself into when the semester started. In the first week, I came to a swift conclusion: I had all the wrong accoutrements. I should have known as much from the undergraduate students to whom I teach journalism at Georgetown University. Out went the briefcase, in came the North Face backpack. When I began to renovate my wardrobe, my wife, Julie-Ann, became alarmed. “You’re starting to morph into a teenager; suddenly you want new shoes. Before you never liked to shop. Now we go to J. Crew and you shop like a madman!” (She said this while lying in bed as I was at my nearby desk, firing e-mails back and forth with a high school freshman and a senior, just before midnight.) The next morning, when I showed her my new Stuyvesant photo ID, she worried that I was slipping into a midlife crisis and added, “No sports car!”

She needn’t have worried. I wasn’t entering midlife. I was reverting to teen life. I went back to New York City, living the life, experiencing that crazy high school ritual all over again, rushing to catch a crammed subway down to Chambers Street on a daily basis, along with the hordes of students. It didn’t take me long to realize that students respond faster to e-mail than to phone calls, even though almost all of them have their own cell phones, that they respond even faster to IM (instant messaging, to those of you not in the know), and if you really want to know what’s going on, check out their blogs. Within weeks, it became all too clear that high school has become decidedly tougher, more competitive, and increasingly professional, both the organization of the school and the students who learn to master it. A month and a half into the semester, I knew more kids than many of the kids, judging by the number of them I was high-fiving in the hallways on my way to my next class. Proof of my regression: more than twenty years after I left her precalculus class, my high school math teacher, Ms. Schimmel, who was still teaching math at Stuyvesant, mistook me for a student when I rushed past her on my way into school (late again).

Somewhere along the way, my point of view began to evolve, which is another way of saying I began to see things as a teenager, chief among them that everything is momentous—whether the question is where to go to lunch or where to go with the rest of your life; that even while everything is of great consequence, high school is made up of small moments, taken in incremental steps; that you’re just trying to deal with loneliness and heartache and who you are; that some adults are inflexible; and that you have to endure the injustices of it all, though sometimes I wasn’t quite sure what it was. Even peer pressure got to me. When an amiable freshman noted I had frequently worn a blue-checked button-down shirt, I proceeded to leave the shirt in the dresser for an extended vacation.

Never could I say I was immune from the harmless offhand comments of a fourteen-year-old. And never could I imagine what a chaotic and full-time job it was. I spent more than a year interviewing, researching, and writing this book, but I have focused the narrative on the spring semester—the most intense period for Stuyvesant students who were grappling with the school’s great musical contest, not to mention college admissions, senioritis, prom, graduation, and all that other stuff that happens after the final bell rings. As Danny Jaye, Stuyvesant’s beloved math chairman, likes to say, “The greatness of the school is what happens after three o’clock.”

Every semester is packed with drama—it’s the nature of high school—but I could never have anticipated that I was capturing a seminal moment in time, when great eras were coming to an end at Stuyvesant, when harrowing events would explode on the scene, and when new—and sometimes unwelcome—change was about to unfold. A semester that sped by so quickly at first descended into a grind by the latter stages. It’s not easy being a kid today. Take it from an adult.

Near the end, I found myself asking students and teachers to sign my yearbook, even though it wasn’t my yearbook (mine had become sealed shut by a suburban basement flood years ago).

“Enjoy being a kid again,” scribbled senior Julie Gaynin in my yearbook before she headed off to Macalester College. “I hope you’ve had fun going back to high school. Don’t feel embarrassed, lots of people need an extra year before graduating.”

Wrote Harvard-bound Becky Cooper, “You’ve continuously asked me what it is exactly that drives me to work. Recently, I read a paper by Faulkner that talked about why he writes. ‘To appease the demons inside him’ or something like that. Well, there aren’t demons, but I would say I work for maybe the same reason you write. It’s a long, sometimes painful process, but it’s just something you have to do. (I think.) That’s kind of what it’s like for me. I work because I care and I care because I know nothing else.”

Before moving on to Yale University, Stuyvesant Student Union President Kristen Ng wrote in my yearbook, “We’re a diverse, and, dare I say, very odd bunch. Thanks for listening 2 us and deciding that diverse & odd is a good thing.”

All along, I was aware of how foolish I probably looked, a veritable middle-aged man lugging around a yearbook meant for others. But I didn’t care. That is the right of a veritable middle-aged man; I’m less afraid than teenagers to humiliate myself in public. I have had more practice in the art. Besides, the yearbook held a cherished place in my heart, for what it represented: the openness and innocence and the evanescence of youth. They tell the truth. They cry so easily. They thirst for knowledge, for connection, for beauty. They haven’t become guarded, jaded adults yet. Thank goodness.

Alec Klein

February 2007,

Washington, D.C.
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—desktop graffiti, Stuyvesant High School




Chapter One

Romeo




IT’S 7:38 A.M., AND AN OLD MAN BOXES A PHANTOM on Grand Street, jabbing and slicing the crisp air with his withered fists, the first ambition of the day. The rest of the morning awakens in slow motion on this unforgiving stretch of asphalt on the Lower East Side, a hardscrabble neighborhood on the edge of Chinatown in Manhattan. The Grand Spa down the block isn’t open yet. Nor is the next-door Liquor & Wines. Nor Chester Fried Chicken across the street. All that can be traced on this gray February morning is the wisp of breath billowing like wordless cartoon bubbles from anonymous pedestrians as they trudge to work, huddled against the coming snowstorm.

And then from out of a nondescript red brick high-rise, Romeo emerges. Like the old man, he looks ready to wage combat against the day. That’s the message conveyed in his baggy black Sean John jacket and baggy black Sean John jeans and black scarf and black skullcap and black shoes. But it’s just urban utilitarian fashion—black against the muted gray hues of the rising day—which does little to disguise his broad shoulders or his chiseled 195-pound frame or the ferocity that he brings to the football field as a bruising tight end and defensive end who also played running back last season because he’s so good, the best on his team. Romeo can bench more than his own weight—225 pounds—no problem. Not that he needs to prove it. Jersey number ninety-eight commands respect, and the girls adore all six foot three inches of him—the swagger, the charm, the dreadlocks, the silver earring in the left ear, the dark brooding eyes, the ambiguous smile full of braces.

Romeo is an archetype of the high school idol, a popular, powerful captain of his football team, except for one thing—Romeo Alexander is also a sixteen-year-old math whiz.

He taught himself calculus by reading a tattered textbook. Then he got the top score on the advanced placement test and skipped a course in calculus to go straight into differential equations, the really hard kind of math. Girls flock to him for tutoring help, boys plead for help on homework.

Not your typical high school jock.

“I do a lot of math in my free time,” he says without a hint of braggadocio. “After a while, it becomes a sport, fun.”

If only the football team was as much fun. Last season, the team lost its first game sixty-four to zero, and it just got worse. The team stumbled to a one-and-eight record, its sole victory earned by default: the other team couldn’t field enough players. Romeo’s team was lucky to eke out the one victory. The school doesn’t have its own football field. The team has to take a yellow school bus from Manhattan to Brooklyn to reach its so-called home field at another public school. The practice field is about a mile away, and it’s not even a football field; it’s a soccer field. Players say a mutiny forced the head coach to resign. “Almost nobody on the team liked him,” a teammate was quoted in the school newspaper, the Spectator, which cited accusations of the coach’s “extreme emotional outbursts.” And to top it off, on a good day, only about ten Stuyvesant parents show up for a game.

“Nobody really cares,” Romeo says. “It has its down moments.”

A defensive tackle adds that it gets so bad that teammates don’t like to brag about being on the team: “We don’t really go around advertising it.”

Perhaps the worst indignity, at least to Romeo, is the team name: the Peglegs. The moniker comes from the school’s namesake, Peter Stuyvesant, the crotchety Dutch colonial governor of New Amsterdam, a man who hobbled around on one good leg, the other having been blown off by a cannon shot and replaced by a wooden leg. Such associations don’t seem to inspire athletic greatness on the gridiron. Romeo would’ve preferred “the Flying Dutchmen.” That suggests a certain grace—nay, supernatural abilities—which are sorely needed on the field.

But then again, this is Stuyvesant High School. And here, football doesn’t matter. The brainiacs rule.

Romeo understands that, embraces it. Football drills under a baking sun don’t match the pain of the academic workouts under a small pool of lamplight, the relentless nights when Romeo sits hunched over his small wooden desk, cloistered in his room, studying until two, three, four o’clock in the morning—unless he dozes off while studying. His mother, Catherine Wideman, sleeps fitfully, knowing her son is up late studying, the only evidence a sliver of illumination emanating from the slit at the bottom of his shut door.

“Do you know it’s two o’clock in the morning?” she will ask, knocking on his door.

“When the lights are off, I can relax,” she says.

Not Romeo. Recently, he printed eight-and-a-half by eleven-inch signs from his computer and taped them up in his room, lashing Orwellian words to inspire, drive, compel.

Over his desk: “Discipline.”

Over his bed: “Work is fun.”

On his door: “The world is yours.”

Conquering the world begins when he climbs aboard the overcrowded M22 public bus as it careens toward Stuyvesant on this chilly morning. “I was always the type of person who said I have to work harder, suffer,” he says matter-of-factly.

For Romeo, an average of four hours of sleep has yielded a grade point average on the high end of 96 out of a 100—near perfection. “Some people calculate it to the last decimal,” he says. Romeo, however, doesn’t debase himself with such picayune detail. “The way I see it, it’s high.”

Now all he has to do is maintain that near perfection during this, his junior year, the most critical period in his high school career, the sweet spot for colleges examining the almighty academic transcript of grades.

At least, that’s his goal. That, and acing the dreaded SAT, required by most colleges, the single exam that can wipe out all his academic success in one fell swoop if he doesn’t get a high score. It’s not a question of bombing on the SAT: there’s no chance of that, it doesn’t compute. But even a slight misstep—a mathematical miscalculation, a reading comprehension snafu—could lower his score ever so slightly, which would ruin Romeo’s goal, achieving a perfect 2400, a rarity not even reached by most supersavants.

“Above twenty-three hundred is reasonable,” he concedes.

That still leaves precious little margin for error. Which is why, tomorrow, he begins his SAT prep course at school, a grueling process involving forsaken Saturdays leading up to the test in June. Romeo, the product of a modest upbringing—the son of a struggling musician and a struggling freelance writer—is keenly aware of the five-hundred-dollar cost of the class, even though it pales in comparison to the expense of other private tutoring courses, totaling in the thousands, if not the tens of thousands, the built-in advantage of the wealthy and privileged.

For Romeo, this is only the beginning of the price of admission to the college of his dreams: Harvard University.

But now, sitting in the back of the bus on his way to school, peering through the smudged window as City Hall scrolls by, Harvard is a mirage, and the only sound he’s hearing is the remembered voice of his father. Romeo calls it “the famous speech,” the time when Romeo was fourteen and his divorced father, a former funk singer still known as Prinz Charles, who lives in Harlem, lectured him on the realities of life, urging his son to grab the American Dream—to go to school, get a job, be comfortable for the rest of his life. Father told son, You’ve got to rise up and take the reins.

His mother, a French former journalist, offered a different vision of the future, one in which Romeo would become a great scholar-athlete, much like her second husband, John Edgar Wideman, a Brown University professor and venerated author who became Romeo’s stepfather about four years ago. Mr. Wideman was himself a celebrated student in his youth. At the age of twenty-one, he was the subject of a Look magazine article entitled “The Astonishing John Wideman,” which hailed his many accomplishments, including a Rhodes Scholarship following his Ivy League education at the University of Pennsylvania, where he was captain of the basketball team and elected to the prestigious Phi Beta Kappa honors society. It was at Romeo’s age that Mr. Wideman’s son, Jacob, stabbed to death another boy of sixteen, for which Jacob was sentenced to life in prison. Romeo doesn’t talk about the tragedy, or the shadow of expectations that comes with an accomplished stepfather. Mother told son, I just want you to be happy.

And what does Romeo want?

“I want to help save the world.”

He makes such a startling declaration with the same equanimity as a boy simply saying he is going to school, and both statements are to be believed. He doesn’t know it yet, but today at school he will meet a seventy-eight-year-old New York University professor dying of cancer for whom Romeo will volunteer his services in unraveling the secrets of fusion. To Romeo, it will be an experiment for a prestigious national science contest, but if it’s successful—more of a wild dream than a remote possibility—the project could provide energy to light entire cities, which would certainly fulfill his mission to achieve greatness. As a career choice, Romeo didn’t have any say in the matter, not when the decision was made for him before birth. Or so he will soon write in his autobiography, an assignment for an upcoming English class:

My dad wanted me to become a star, in the most general sense. One way to make that happen was by giving me a name that would catch people’s attention, that would constantly put me under the spotlight. My father was a star himself—a musician—that’s how he seduced my mother in France. My mother, along the same lines, wanted me to become a great intellectual genius. That, I believe, comes from her father, who would be very pleased if all his grandchildren went to prestigious universities. Thus, Romeo was planned out and defined before I was even born.


His father, speaking to his wife’s pregnant belly, recited simple math while Romeo rested in the womb: one plus one, two plus two, four plus four. “I did it, and we got some pretty good results,” Charles Alexander says. He continued to challenge his son after his birth, speaking to Romeo not as a child but almost like an adult. “I didn’t baby-talk him,” he says. And always, the mantra was the same: “You can get this,” his father would say, urging on his son. If his parents had any concern about Romeo as a child, it was that he was not aggressive. “Very passive,” his father says. “Gandhi,” that’s what his mother called him. She always had great expectations for her only child. “I was on his case,” she says, laughing shyly about the days when he was in elementary school and she was sometimes “screaming” at him to do his work, threatening to throw his video game out the window. She still prods him when his drive begins to flag. “I’m very ambitious for him,” she says.

Another secret of his success: she started Romeo in martial arts when he was seven, demanding he never miss a class.

Romeo: “It taught me to get used to pain.”

She says it taught something else: “Discipline.”

“There is a life of the mind in this house that we value,” adds Romeo’s stepfather, referring to the way that he challenges Romeo to think, asking questions the teenager can’t answer and talking at the dinner table about intellectually enriching issues like politics and history.

For Romeo, though, all that doesn’t exactly explain how he got to this point, riding on this bus, going to this school, on the cusp of this future.

“I think a lot about that,” he says, giving credit in part to good luck and what he calls “social Darwinism.” But he isn’t sure how to explain his accomplishments, except to say, “I always like to see it as my own doing, that I did it myself.”

Football wasn’t part of the plan. Until he was twelve, he didn’t even like football. He watched the Super Bowl only for the ostentatious television commercials. But then his father taught him how to play a football video game, and it meant something deeper. “It was the first time I started hanging out with my dad,” he says. It helped too that his father came from Boston, and the New England Patriots won their first Super Bowl. Success bred interest, and now his father tapes every one of his son’s football games.

Math, though, was the way for Romeo to pave his way to stardom. In the eighth grade he joined the school math team. Then the summer after his freshman year at Stuyvesant, he borrowed a friend’s textbook to teach himself calculus, which he viewed as an exalted form of math because students often don’t learn it until college, if at all.

“I always thought calculus was one of the secrets of the world,” he says.

Romeo was also smitten with a girl a grade above him who already was taking calculus. If he could learn calculus on his own, he figured he could skip the first-year course and catch up with the girl, sitting in the same class with her for second-year calculus. His friends teased him about the bookish, bespectacled girl. More brains than beauty, they said. But no matter.

With trepidation, Romeo ventured online to sign up for the advanced placement test and pushed the button to pay the eighty-dollar fee. Like a football player drilling himself to perfection, Romeo practiced calculus over spring break. The result: “The test was so easy.” He earned a five, the top score. He also zipped through the school’s department final with a grade of 98, and the Stuyvesant math chairman saw no reason to waste Romeo’s time with first-year calculus. Romeo was in love—with math.

“When I met math and logic, it was like, ‘Wow, this is how I’m going to understand the world,’” he says. “Maybe that’s why I like math. I was searching for something.”

But he quickly made another discovery: “In higher math,” he says, “there are uncertainties.”

So too with girls.

A month ago, he met a sophomore at a party. She asked him to dance. And now he has the first girlfriend of his life. Last night, his father gave him the birds and bees speech—“the advanced course,” Romeo quips.

The girl chose him; he didn’t choose her. That’s what he tells himself. Otherwise, it wouldn’t have happened. He wouldn’t have allowed it. Girls, he thought, would be a distraction, take him from work. His friends, on the same grueling academic mission, preach the same ascetic gospel.

“We talk about dominating the world and power and how women bring you down—adolescent stuff,” he says, aware of his own foolishness.

Just in case he needs a reminder, there’s always a girl, Xevion Baptiste, a fellow junior, frequent lunch companion, and self-appointed conscience, to put Romeo in his place—or at least try.

“I’m always telling him to put down his book, and he won’t listen to me,” she says. “I’ll call him at midnight and say, ‘Talk to me.’ He says, ‘All right, I have two seconds.’ He’s brilliant. He just needs to lighten up a little.”

It’s a struggle. Romeo has conditioned himself to suppress his emotions, to be strong, to be heroic, driven by a need to win, succeed, achieve. He’s reminded of Raskolnikov, the tormented figure who neglects human emotion in Dostoyevsky’s Crime and Punishment, which he’s reading for fun. (He also subscribes to the Economist for fun.) The internal conflict even imbues Romeo’s own fiction: “You know as well as anyone else that the only way for there to be any productive progression in the history of humanity, science, and technology, you must be willing to make a few sacrifices of the mind and body,” the main character tells himself in a science-fiction story that garnered Romeo a national writing award.

Suddenly, though, Romeo’s been thrown off kilter. Maybe, he thinks, it’s chemical. He just read an article in National Geographic about the physiological reactions of people in love. Their brains look like “someone who has a disorder,” he says.

The only symptom Romeo detects in himself is some kind of stomach pain. But maybe it’s just because it’s all beginning—the morning, the semester, his life. It’s 8:23 a.m., and Romeo is about to disembark from the bus and enter Stuyvesant High School, ready to wage combat against the day.








IF ONLY YOU KNEW

—desktop graffiti, Stuyvesant High School




Chapter Two

The Gauntlet




AFTER ROMEO CLIMBS OFF THE RUMBLING BUS, HE shifts into automatic, taking morning steps choreographed by days of sheer repetition, from freshman to junior year, taking little notice of the immediate but unstated fact confronting him: that what he is fast approaching is an extraordinary place.

He begins by climbing a set of concrete stairs curving to the Tribeca Bridge. After he reaches the landing, for the next 250 feet, he is sealed in a 13-foot-wide passageway of glass above West Street, a hyperkinetic highway where drivers are hurtling in both directions. All the while, Romeo is oblivious to the enormity of the steel expanse he is crossing and the striving it implies—oblivious to the 5 tons of paint that it took to coat it, to the 250 tons suspended above Manhattan traffic, to its $10 million cost. What Romeo knows is, this pedestrian bridge is the only way students can enter and leave Stuyvesant High School—a span crossing an urban moat into a magical educational kingdom.

How else to explain the gleaming $150 million edifice that stands before him, one of the costliest high schools ever built?

At nearly twice its original price tag, the building replaced a dilapidated dwelling squatting unceremoniously across town on Fifteenth Street near First Avenue. The new building on the West Side opened to students on September 9, 1992, at 345 Chambers Street, where luxury housing was once intended, in the trendy milieu of Tribeca, haunt of well-appointed bistros, Robert De Niro, and New York hipsters with bank. Ensconced on the banks of the Hudson River, with spectacular views of the Statue of Liberty, the school sits near Wall Street on a landfill packed with earth excavated when the World Trade Center was built. Now that site is Ground Zero, a crater four blocks away, an eerie, hollow reminder of the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks that temporarily turned a traumatized Stuyvesant into an emergency shelter for rescue workers.

Bathed in early morning light, the school today sits majestically undisturbed, soaring from a base of limestone into a tan brick building ten stories high, twice the height of the usual New York City high school. Because it’s wedged into a one-and-a-half-acre site, there was only one way to go: skyward.

The grandeur of the place is instantly conveyed from the first floor, a stately terrazzo entrance hall in black and gray accents, adorned with art deco lights and embellished with the following Latin phrase engraved in polished gray granite rising from a set of classic black columns:

Pro Scientia Atque Sapientia

For Knowledge and Wisdom. A pair of gray marble staircases climb to the second floor, a subtle nod to the sweeping beaux arts staircase at the old school building. On the second level, one-legged Peter Stuyvesant sternly gazes down from an oil portrait that once hung in the paint-chipped school building across town. But just beyond the school’s namesake is one feature disconnected from the past: a series of escalators that rise through the building’s core—rise, that is, when they’re not malfunctioning or a student hasn’t hijacked an escalator key (black-market price: $1) and derailed students from scampering to their next class within the appointed four-minute break.

The real action takes place throughout the building in a series of science labs, robotics workshops, drafting rooms, and shops for metalworking, woodworking, plastics, ceramics, and photography. Classrooms come equipped with television monitors. Walls are lined with fiber optics. More than 450 computers populate the school. Students almost take for granted the world-class facilities—the wood-paneled theater with orchestra pit, balcony, and movable partitions; the dining hall (so named because it’s not merely a cafeteria) that commands panoramic views of the Hudson River; the library with the sun-filtered southern exposure and the columned loggia.

It’s true there are no playing fields—no football stadium, no baseball diamond, no tennis courts. But, hey, this is Stuyvesant, and as Mr. Teitel, the principal, says, “The superintendent [of New York City schools] is not going to call me if we don’t have a winning basketball team…no one’s going to call me if the football team has a three-and-five record.” On the other hand, if Stuyvesant fails to win a slew of national math and science awards, he says with a knowing, if beleaguered, smile, “my phone will ring.”

Besides, it’s not as if the school ignores athletics altogether. Stuyvesant does have two full-size gyms and a seventy-five-foot-long swimming pool, standard for Public School Athletic League competition. And by the standards of public education, where some schools look more like prisons under lockdown, there’s little like it.

“It’s like going to school at Club Med,” writes recent Stuyvesant graduate Ned Vizzini in his published autobiography, Teen Angst? Naaah…

The school designers are more humble about their work. “Its architecture will never live up to the institution itself,” says Karen Cooper, a principal at Cooper, Robertson & Partners, one of the building’s architects, “because obviously it’s a rather formidable institution.”

Actually, the feel of the place is anything but formidable. The students have made it their own, reducing the towering citadel of learning into a veritable homespun bulletin board, covering the building on a daily basis with taped-up flyers announcing extracurricular activities, such as “Pie a Teacher!!!” (The raffle ticket proceeds will help “build schools in villages in 3rd world countries!”) Flyers are also the province of abject public apologies by a boyfriend, identified only as “pathetic loser,” to a girlfriend for a forgotten special occasion: “If you made your girl feel special, help a stranger in making my girl feel like the one in a million billion gajillion girls that she is….” And on some occasions, the makeshift flyers attempt to inspire:


Life has a higher end,

than to be amused.

—WILLIAM ELLERY CHANNING



In this free-flowing atmosphere, students sprawl out on hallway floors, camping out amid friends and the accoutrements of adolescence: iPods (playing the Beatles, cool again), North Face backpacks, cell phones with built-in cameras, and Sidekicks for instant messaging when spoken discourse just won’t fly. And the language of the moment is a curious blend of slang where everything is “mad,” if not “ill,” or “sick,” all of which are good things, while being “emo,” or emotional, isn’t cool, though “cool” isn’t cool, but “hot” is, and the righteous “word” has made a strong comeback as a general affirmation and the perennial “whatever” suffices when nothing more need be said.

When language is too far removed from—or too close to—the idea being communicated, unspoken physicality still works, as in prevailing fashions, the gestalt of which seems to indicate that no effort was involved in the selection of clothes and accessories, that the ensemble was just thrown together, patterns butting heads with shapes, which, of course, is a complete lie, because it’s all about coordination, cause and effect, especially among many of the girls. (The idea of fashion among the majority of boys is truly haphazard: a pair of jeans under an ill-fitting T-shirt.) Thick belts with massive buckles cinch around shirts so long that they serve as skirts. Frayed denim miniskirts cover a small amount of real estate over tights, thanks in part to teenage fashionista Lindsay Lohan, who helps give currency to the hip-hugging leggings and the dark nail polish painted on legions of like-minded girls. Owing to a teen icon of another generation, Jennifer Beals of Flashdance fame, sweatshirts torn at the neck and dripping off a shoulder are making a comeback. Of less determinate provenance, unless such purveyors as Urban Outfitters, Ecko, and Akademiks are to be blamed, are the frilly tops, the layer upon layer of cheap necklaces, the wisps of scarves, the cavalry of cowboy boots and those other throwbacks, Vans and Converse canvas white-tipped high-tops, particularly in shades of bright green.

But that could be any high school.

It could be argued that Stuyvesant is set apart from other schools by its more than two hundred clubs, ranging from the Bookworm to the N.A.R.F. (Neo-postmodern Artistic and Recreational Forum). Or by its thirty-some student publications, including two competing school newspapers and a third solely devoted to politics. Or by course offerings as diverse as the English department’s existentialism and the biology department’s vertebrate zoology.

But that’s not it, not really.

“The students make Stuy what it is,” says one who knows firsthand, Namita Biala, a senior off to Princeton University, echoing the sentiment of many students, teachers, and administrators.

Converging on the school from five boroughs, some traveling as long as two hours by subway, Stuyvesant students have compiled a stunning record of achievement. Laurels and trophies are regularly heaped on the math team—numbering about five hundred, or one in six students in the entire school—as well as the nationally recognized debate team and the official school newspaper, the Spectator, each claiming about two hundred members. Every year, Stuyvesant produces among the country’s highest number of National Merit Scholars, whose distinction is based on students’ performance on the Preliminary SAT/National Merit Scholarship Qualifying Test; in 2006, ninety-nine Stuyvesant students were finalists. By comparison, there is on average one finalist for about every two public high schools in America. Stuyvesant also consistently generates several semifinalists and finalists annually in the prestigious Intel Science Talent Search; the school has produced more than seven hundred semifinalists and over a hundred finalists since the contest’s inception in the 1940s. And of the 2,800 advanced placement tests administered at the school yearly, usually more than 90 percent of the students earn at least a three out of five, school administrators say, a score that the College Board defines as meaning students are “qualified” to receive college credit or advanced placement. More than 70 percent achieve scores of four, considered “well qualified,” or five, “extremely well qualified.”

It’s almost an afterthought that 97 percent of Stuyvesant students graduate within four years of the ninth grade, according to the New York City Department of Education. But that’s a notable achievement compared to only 75 percent nationally who graduate on time, U.S. Department of Education figures show.

Even more remarkable, Stuyvesant students’ average SAT score is a 691 out of 800 in verbal and 725 in math, according to figures furnished by the school to the New York State Education Department. That places the average Stuyvesant student in about the 95th percentile nationally in both categories, according to statistics from the College Board, which administers the test. The average U.S. test scores are nowhere near—508 in verbal, 520 in math.

With such high SAT scores at Stuyvesant, it’s not surprising that virtually all its graduates enroll in four-year colleges, school statistics show, compared to only 67 percent of high school graduates nationally who enroll in either two- or four-year colleges, according to the U.S. Department of Education. But what is stunning is that about one in four of Stuyvesant’s graduating class of about eight hundred wins entrance to an Ivy League college, school administrators say. In some years, Harvard accepts more students from Stuyvesant—over twenty—than from any other public or private school. Many students view Ivies like Cornell University as a safety school. And Stuyvesant sends many students to several other popular destinations outside the Ivies, such as the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, Stanford University, and a number of other equally selective colleges.

Perhaps the truest measure of Stuyvesant’s greatness is what its students do after they leave school. Four alumni have gone on to win the Nobel Prize: Joshua Lederberg, in 1958 for physiology or medicine, cited for “his discoveries concerning genetic recombination and the organization of the genetic material of bacteria”; Roald Hoffmann, in 1981 in chemistry, for theories “concerning the course of chemical reactions”; Robert W. Fogel, in 1993 in economics, for “having renewed research in economic history by applying economic theory and quantitative methods in order to explain economic and institutional change”; and Richard Axel, in 2004 in physiology or medicine, for “discoveries of odorant receptors and the organization of the olfactory system.”

Few high schools can boast such an alumni lineup, which also includes Eric S. Lander, a leader of the Human Genome Project in the race to break the human genetic code, and Col. Ron Grabe, lead astronaut for the development of the International Space Station. He took a Stuyvesant pennant with him when the Atlantis space shuttle circled the globe in 1989. For a school traditionally strong in math and the sciences, Stuyvesant also has cultivated a wealth of artists and performers, such as Academy Award winners James Cagney and Tim Robbins, jazz musician Thelonious Monk, plus a number of Emmy and Grammy winners and even an international sex symbol, actress Lucy Liu.

Less heralded are the school’s handful of Olympic medalists, members of Congress, federal judges, and industry titans, including Jeffrey Loria, owner of baseball’s Florida Marlins, and Arthur Blank, cofounder of Home Depot, one of the largest retailers in the world. (See Appendix of Notable Alumni.)

Many who have gone on to achieve greatness share one trait: they first walked the halls of Stuyvesant as nerds.

The tradition continues today.

“I embrace being a dork,” says Becky, a senior who scored a 790 in math, a perfect 800 in English, and a perfect 800 in the new writing category on the SAT, and carried a 97.79 average into this, the second semester of her last year.

As proof, Becky offers up the following joke: A neutron walks into a bar, and asks how much for beer.

The punch line: No charge.

Becky can get away with such a typical Stuyvesant joke because she’s not only a nerd. She also happens to be a beautiful cheerleader whom many of the boys love. So she can be forgiven for going to Harvard.

Everybody’s in on the joke, anyway, even late-night television comic Conan O’Brien, a high school dork in his day who also attended Harvard. As the commencement speaker at Stuyvesant’s 2006 graduation, O’Brien paid tribute to the students by poking fun at them in the most appropriate way: “Today, Stuyvesant has a remarkably diverse and varied student body, ranging from math geeks to science nerds. Yes, you are a glorious, beautiful rainbow of brainiacs.”

The laughter from the gallery was deafening—and knowing. The audience is all too aware that they derive from the same pool: a highly select group of students who passed the harrowing Specialized High Schools Admissions Test—otherwise known as the Stuy test. It’s like the SAT, except that unlike the college admissions process, which also involves essays, teacher recommendations, and school transcripts, the Stuy test is basically an all-or-nothing affair. Make the test cutoff, and you’re in Stuyvesant. If you come up short, no dice.

Stuyvesant is the most selective of the city’s eight elite specialized public exam high schools. Of the estimated twenty-six thousand students who take the test annually, only those with the highest scores—about eight hundred students—gain entrance to Stuyvesant. (Students can be denied even if they reach the Stuyvesant cutoff, if they don’t pick the school as their first choice.)

“It’s harder to get into Stuy than to get into Harvard,” says Wyndam Makowsky, the incoming editor in chief of the Spectator, the school newspaper. That’s true at least on a statistical basis, since the high school accepts only about 3 percent of those who take the test, while Harvard admits about 9 percent of freshman applicants.

“You could theoretically buy your way into Harvard, but you can’t buy your way into Stuyvesant,” says Mr. Teitel, the principal.

The Stuy test is open to all New York City residents, although it’s an open secret that some parents who live beyond the city limits will, to avoid expensive private schools or bad public ones, cheat on the residency requirement. For instance, they will have mail sent to a relative who lives in New York City to establish residency for the family and qualify their children for the test.

Such tactics hardly assure their children a seat at Stuyvesant.

The 150-minute multiple-choice test is divided into two grueling sections, verbal and math, each with its own twists and pitfalls.

The Specialized High Schools Student Handbook offers the following question as a verbal example of a logical reasoning question on the test:

There are five bookshelves on the wall. The bottom shelf is Shelf 1, the top shelf is Shelf 5. Each shelf is filled with books of one color.



	The red books are above the green books.

	The yellow books are below the blue books.

	The orange books are between the red books and the yellow books.

	The yellow books are on Shelf 2.



Which color books are on Shelf 1?



	red

	green

	blue

	orange

	Cannot be determined from the information given.



(Answer: B)


The math questions are just as challenging. An example from the handbook:

What is the smallest positive odd integer that is not immediately adjacent to an integer power of 2?



	1

	3

	5

	11

	There is no such number.



(Answer: D)


The competition for Stuyvesant’s limited seats is so fierce that some students begin to prepare for the high school test several years in advance—when they are ten years old, or younger. Indeed, the demand to get into Stuyvesant is so great that a number of Asian academies designed to help students crack the test have sprung up throughout the borough of Queens, appealing to immigrants who see education—and Stuyvesant in particular—as the key to their families’ future. Alexa Solimano, who is half Korean and half of mixed Irish and Italian descent, entered such an academy in the fifth grade, and she says, “I don’t think I would’ve gotten into Stuyvesant without it.”

Now a freshman, Alexa still attends the academy on Saturdays to get ahead, doing academy homework on top of her regular high school homework. While she is studying algebra and geometry at Stuyvesant this year, she’s already digging into trigonometry and precalculus at the private academy to get a jump start on the next two years of math. She’s also studying for the SAT, the first practice test for which she took in the sixth grade.

“College seems so far away,” says the fourteen-year-old, “but I know it’s not.”

With such an attitude pervasive at Stuyvesant, what predominates are professional test-taking students who have accepted a culture of ambition, where pressure is a natural by-product. That pressure, though, is extreme and self-selective, like a rare strain of hyper-Darwinism, and it infects students in every grade.

Freshman Susan Levinson, at lunch, ponders, half kidding, the meaning of an algebra test she recently flubbed with a grade of 69, possibly the worst mark in her life: “I’m going to fail the class, which means I’m not going to get into college, which means I’m not going to get a job, then I’m going to live with my parents, then I’m not going to get a boyfriend, then I’m not going to have kids, I’ll have nothing to live for, I’ll do drugs and become a bum—because I failed a math test.”

Sophomore Brittany DiSanto, at the school library, is pallid after her last class, in which she too thinks she just bombed her math test in algebra and trigonometry: “Everyone wants to have that good GPA.” She says some students, though not she, smoke cigarettes “to relieve stress.”

Junior Andrew Saviano, sitting in a third-floor hallway, shows no signs of fatigue even though he manages only about three to four hours of sleep a night. “I like to think of it as the mind doesn’t get tired, the body does.” Sometimes he works by the sole light of computer glare in the Spectator newspaper office so he won’t get caught at school in the wee hours of the morning. He maintains a 97 average and nearly perfect SAT scores. He admits, however, “There’s the stress, there’s the not sleeping, there’s the coffee and other stimulants,” which, for him, means tea. He also admits there is a toll: “I do suffer from it. I don’t grow.” He has been five foot seven since the beginning of the school year. “I don’t care about being tall,” he says.

Senior Kristen Chambers, in a café outside school, ruminates about how she hates Stuyvesant. She tried to persuade her parents to let her transfer to a less stressful Catholic school in her Brooklyn neighborhood and can’t wait to escape at graduation: “It’s very competitive, it’s not comforting to me, I’m always on edge.”

Reminders of what’s at stake are everywhere. An advertisement for the Kaplan test prep service in the school newspaper puts it in stark terms:

Higher score.

Brighter future.

Academic pressure is always in the air, a frequent topic of conversation in hallways, where the latest test is frequently followed by the refrain, “What’d you get? What’d you get?” Student publications bemoan students’ obsession with tests, grades, and colleges. “In the midst of APs and college applications, many students have a hard time finding the meaning to it all,” writes the opinions editor of the Stuyvesant Standard newspaper. “Classes are just taken for the grades, and those are only for the application to an Ivy League university.” In another student publication, Stuy Health, a front-page article entitled “Stopping Stress at Stuyvesant” offers remedies that would be obvious to an otherwise normal student body, like having friends. The problem of pressure even comes up at a Parents’ Association meeting, where students on a panel try to explain the Stuyvesant phenomenon. In a school of overachievers, “the pressure is crazy,” one student says.

Teachers are acutely aware of the ponderous atmosphere weighing on students. Some are known to inflate students’ grades, even unprompted. Others, like Michael Waxman, a popular social studies and foreign language teacher, can only wonder what the fuss is all about. He says that a student in his Hebrew class warned him at the beginning of the term that she “better get a ninety-six” in his class.

“Why?” he asked.

Apparently she was concerned about getting into college.

She was in the ninth grade.

As the semester wore on, she requested to see his grade book and demanded to know how he calculated her grade. During a Hebrew vocabulary test, she broke down crying, banged her desk, and rushed out of the room.

The problem? She couldn’t remember a couple of answers.

Mr. Waxman gently tried to explain that it’s okay not to be perfect, that she was allowed to get a couple of answers wrong. She wasn’t convinced. Still upset, she proceeded to give him a negative rating on a popular Web site, www.ratemyteacher.com.

“The chutzpah,” he says, resting his hand wearily against his forehead.

Chutzpah of another sort greeted Eleanor Archie, assistant principal for pupil services, from the moment she arrived at Stuyvesant in 1992 as a guidance counselor. Her first student barged into her office sobbing because of the grade she had just received in a math class: 97.

“I’m going, ‘So where’s the problem?’” Ms. Archie recalls.

The student had expected nothing less than perfection.

She too was a freshman.

“Then I realize, I’m in a population that’s so stressful, everyone wants to get a hundred,” Ms. Archie says.

“It is tempting, and easy, to become such a part of the system, to become so transformed by the work and the competition and the pressure that you lose yourself in them, so much so that, in the end, you yourself are responsible for sustaining them,” Mr. Grossman, the English chairman, cautioned students in a graduation speech a couple of years ago. “It is dangerous too, because Stuyvesant’s imperfections are the world’s, it is a smaller city within a larger one.”

But the pressure isn’t coming only from students. “I have spoken to parents that will tell me,’ If my child doesn’t get into an Ivy, I’m not paying for college,’” Ms. Archie says.

Irate, overbearing parents are a common phenomenon at Stuyvesant. One parent called Mr. Waxman, the Hebrew teacher, to ask, “Is there something wrong with my son?” There wasn’t. The father then wanted an explanation for his son’s grade. “Why did he only get a ninety-eight?” At the recent induction ceremony of the Stuyvesant National Hebrew Honor Society, one unscheduled feature was a parent who complained to Mr. Waxman that he moved too slowly in class for his daughter, after which the parent summarily left. And the mother of a student in his economics class wrote a note to Mr. Waxman, asking him to reschedule his upcoming test because her daughter had four other exams on the same day. As an incentive, the mother, who ran an Asian restaurant in Manhattan, offered to serve him sushi “free free free.”

He declined.

“You can’t make this stuff up,” he marvels.

The school tries to counsel parents to ease up on their kids. At a School Tone Committee meeting, parents are given a handout entitled “Being a Stuyvesant Parent: What Your Kids Hope For.”

Under the category “What You Shouldn’t Be Doing,” the flyer recommends against such common parental practices at Stuyvesant as


	Demanding certain grades; instead ask that your child puts in his/her best effort;

	Comparing your child’s performance with other students or family members, or frequently asking how other students are doing;

	Nagging underclassmen about college, portraying college as the be-all and end-all;

	Deciding your goals for your child are synonymous with your child’s goals for him/herself;

	Pressuring kids to take more and harder classes. They should take classes in which they’re interested, and should not take on too heavy a course load;

	Worrying about college, numbers, rankings.



And under the heading “What Stuyvesant Students Consider the Greatest Sources of Stress,” it ranks


	Parents’ expectations

	College

	Competition with other students

	Workload



At times, the pressure gets so intense at Stuyvesant that Ms. Archie, the assistant principal, says some students “have a nervous breakdown” and are even “hospitalized, you know, because of the pressure.”

Others resort to drugs, says Angel Colon, a school counselor. “Methamphetamine is becoming a big, big, big concern,” he says. Some students are taking the illicit stimulant to help them stay awake to cram for tests, he says, but “eventually it really catches up with you.” Some students say they have also resorted to using Adderall, a prescription drug intended to treat attention deficit disorder, to give them an academic edge.

It’s hard to miss the bleary-eyed symptoms of students who’ve pulled all-nighters studying, if only fueled by Starbucks, conveniently located two blocks from school. The popular saying seems apropos: At Stuyvesant you can have only two of the following three—high grades, a social life, or sleep. Many forgo sleep. According to a recent survey by the Spectator, about 27 percent of Stuyvesant students say they use caffeine to stay awake during the day, while 60 percent say they get five to six hours of sleep a night, which is little more than half what is recommended for teenagers. And 75 percent say they sometimes or always sleep on a train, bus, or ferry, an indication that sleep-deprived students will doze whenever they can, even on the way to or from school.

Apparently, it’s not nearly enough shut-eye.

Stuy Health reports that “students often complain about headaches, crankiness and feeling ‘dead.’”
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