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PITP Final Reflection

Equity and Diversity
Something I’ve tried:
Currently, enrollment numbers of students of color at HTHNC do not reflect the diversity of the school district or the county the school serves.  Specifically, enrollment numbers for Hispanic students are well below what would be expected in the district.  San Marcos Unified reports that 47% of students in the district are Hispanic.  Fewer than 20% of High Tech High North County students are Hispanic.  The district reports 39% of students identified as White (not Hispanic).  Nearly 70% of HTHNC students are White.  These disproportionate demographics at HTHNC have led to a desire to begin a community outreach program that will attempt to attract a more diverse student body that better represents the district the school serves.  We have reached out to local community-based organizations and churches to attempt to increase our access points to the families and communities we would like to serve.  Identifying these organizations in North County has been somewhat challenging, and responses have been limited, although there has been some slow progress.

We also reached out to Hispanic students that already attend HTHNC and, not surprisingly, they have been our best resource.  The Director at HTHNC, Nikki Hinostro, was able to assemble a small group of students and begin a conversation about what brought them to HTHNC, what their experience has been like once here, and why they think other kids might not be applying.  I was able to continue this conversation and record student responses from a questionnaire.  Responses were similar from most students in the group.  Many students found out about the school from friends and family members, while a few heard from a PTA president at another school or at a teen center. Once here, students were nearly unanimous in saying that they value the personalized education they are receiving at HTHNC.  

“I feel like our student voice is heard.”

“All the time I can always ask my teachers for help or I can talk to them about anything.”

“Teachers actually get to know you and support us.”

“[There is] love between staff and the small community.”

There were major trends in most responses on the questionnaire.  Students felt that some students may not attend HTHNC because it is “classified as a nerdy school” and kids feel they “have to be smart” to get in.  Although the did not feel, for the most part, that transportation was an issue.  Students responded that once here they felt “safe” at that HTH is a “family” that is “rich in support and respect.”  Most students felt that reaching out to local churches would be a smart and that bring Spanish-speaking students and teachers to talk to congregations would be helpful.  They felt that some of the commonly used HTHNC language might get lost in translation and volunteered to work on developing good language to market the school to Spanish-speaking families.  They also volunteered to speak at churches and other community events to help recruit families.

Regular meetings have been set up with the student focus group and we are attempting to let them take the lead on where the initiative goes.  One important next step the students wish to tackle is getting greater parent involvement, which we wholly support.  With continued buy-in from our current group of students, there is much excitement that we will be able to reach out to a much broader and more representative group of families in the community.

Something I have worked on or discussed with a colleague:
My outreach work at HTHNC, although just in its initial stages, has led me to think about how we might create a more diverse school back in New York.  I have started to discuss issues of segregated schooling in New York City charter schools with some of my colleagues on the East coast, and these have not been easy conversations.  Segregated schooling in large urban districts is a reality that to many seems intractable.  Residential segregation is the root cause and leads some to feel that it is pointless to discuss ways to integrate schools as a result.  

I brought up the issue briefly with board members of our school as well as members of our institutional partner.  We are not yet authorized, and I think many didn’t want to even touch this issue until we gained authorization from the State.  Others responded that there are different definitions of diversity, not just race.  Several echoed this sentiment, speaking of the many individual differences students bring to any school.  There is a point to this.  Any teacher who has taught in any inner city classroom can attest to the enormous range of abilities to which teachers must attend, which speaks to differences in the lives of each student.  

I later spoke with our future principal about his own thoughts, and this was a much deeper and more revealing conversation.  He expressed great interest in the possibility of trying to create a school with true diversity, but his reservations were clear.  His central focus is creating a great school that prepares kids to be successful once they leave our doors.  He worried that attacking an issue rife with political consequences, and one that could take much time and effort and be impossible to accomplish in the end, might take away from our ability to create the successful school he envisions.  Much discussion will be necessary prior to deciding how and when we will proceed on this issue.

Reflection:
“A segregated education in America is unacceptable…Integration is, it still remains, the goal worth fighting for…our children deserve to have a place together in their schools and classrooms, and they need to have that opportunity while they are still children, while they’re in those years of innocence.”
· John Lewis, quoted in Shame of the Nation
There are three things I am working on right now, and will be working on for at least the remainder of the year, all of which are informing each other in powerful ways.  I am working on outreach at HTHNC to increase the number of Hispanic students we serve and more closely represent the community we are in; I am researching how we might create more diversity at our school in New York City; And I am looking at teaching practices at HTH schools and how they are responsive to a truly diverse population of students.  I feel like my focus in these three areas is solidifying my belief that we must attempt to integrate our school in New York.  Listening to students talk about what an integrated school means to them at HTHNC and the atmosphere it can create is powerful.  Watching teachers craft lessons to meet the needs of a truly diverse student body reinforces what the students are saying about their experiences.  Yet, how can one truly attack this issue in New York?  The city is segregated.  Period.  There is no changing that in the short term.  Getting involved in the politics of residential segregation may not serve our students well in our first years of operation, and very well could detract from what we are trying to do.  But if we do not at least begin this conversation now, when will we?  When we are at full capacity with 100% minority students, and thus having added to the problem?  More and more I feel conflicted about where our responsibility truly lies.  

I used to feel like I had to work in schools where 100% of the students were poor and minority.  This belief is being challenged daily.  It seems clear that if we could create a diverse school in New York, this is what we should do.  I just don’t know if it can be done.
