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School Portrait – KIPP Adelante
If I could not hear, I would have said these kids are loved, and stopped there.  I looked at their faces; students, teachers and staff, and I wondered if their words mattered.  Their faces wore bright smiles.  They looked at one another knowingly and appreciatively.  They laughed.  This scene, without sound, suggested much.  I still wonder if it told the part of the story that mattered most.

I could hear, however, and what I heard was somewhat different.  I was visiting a school and the scene I was observing was a community meeting with the entire school in attendance.  Students were being called to the front of the room to be celebrated for various accomplishments.  In fact, student work was celebrated almost everywhere one looked.  In charts and graphs on the walls and certificates on the doors.  All of the celebrations were related to one thing: standardized State assessments.  Before we left the community meeting the children chanted in unison, “Test us!” and a teacher pulled a number off of a wall that represented the number of days that remained until the State test.  12 days to go.  The children cheered.

I continue to struggle to put my visit into the proper perspective.  I came in expecting something worse than what I witnessed.  I thought I would find a cold place where children were not celebrated.  In fact, as the visit concluded and I walked to my car, I thought to myself that this school is good for children.  It doesn’t get much simpler than that.  Teachers were committed to their students, and students clearly felt cared for and respected.  

But the instruction bothered me, and this is why I wished for a moment to lack the ability to hear.  If all rivers run to the sea, it seemed at KIPP that all learning leads to the test.  Classrooms were calm and there was the appearance of learning, with kids ostensibly focused on books, papers and computer screens.  Yet, there seemed very little purpose in this type of learning.  Every single student that I spoke with replied that they were completing the work in front of them, “for the test.”  How sad, I thought.  Kids were loved and cared for, but they did not love or care for what they were learning, and at a school this has to be much of the point.  

KIPP enrolls students who live very difficult lives and this particular KIPP school loves and cares for these kids.  They try to make school important and to ensure that kids succeed in college and beyond.  I respect all of this.  But to accomplish these things well, teaching and learning must matter.  It must be meaningful and real.  Unfortunately I did not see very much of this.

Highlights:

· The physical space was a converted office building.  Although somewhat oddly laid out, the space was warm and there was significant open meeting space on all three floors that leant itself to collaboration.

· The students all play an instrument in the Orchestra.  Observing one section of students play in the orchestra was enlightening.  Although their playing was rather muddled, as many middle school orchestras are, the students seemed to have developed a comfort with both their instruments and the inherent and necessary quality of understanding their individual roles in the context of the larger group.  Particular sections of instruments in the orchestra would begin playing with the teacher’s instructions, and then other sections would build in to create the whole.  I was not able to speak to students in this class

· 5th grade science classroom where kids were about to begin an experiment.  I was not in the room long, but it was clear the students were studying electricity and there was a large display in the back of the room where students would be working as well as lights hanging form the ceiling that demonstrated what was being learned.  One student approached me and began introducing me to the different pets that students were responsible, including a hamster and a lizard

· A wonderful student tour guide directed us through the building.  He was in fifth grade, although he had apparently skipped fourth grade so he was small and extremely adorable.  He confidently led our group of six adults into classrooms, explaining whose room it was and what we might see.  He concluded his own role as tour guide when he asked to return to his class so he could participate in the electricity experiment.

· The love at Community Meeting was palpable.  The particular rituals of this school at first made me slightly uncomfortable.  Instead of clapping, students snapped or “gave sunshine” by raising their hands above there hands and turning them back and forth (we were told this is the sign for applause in ASL).  They were encouraged to do this so frequently by the adults in the room that I thought it was not authentic.  But then I saw the kid’s faces.  They seemed truly engaged and eager to celebrate their fellow students.

· There was a clear focus on college from the administrators that accompanied us on our tour.  The building was plastered with college pennants (as are many charter schools) and the name of each homeroom (or “team”) was the name of a college or university.  We were told that students begin visiting colleges in sixth grade and that parents are encouraged to attend these college trips as it solidifies for them the true goal of what their kids can accomplish.

· All of the adults on our tour spoke caringly about the students at the school and the school itself.  They believed what they were saying and were working hard for kids who are underrepresented and underserved.

