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1. Introduction 

It is commonly believed that U.S. urban public schools have been failing in the late 20th 
century.  In particular, there is a perception that public schools in low-income neighborhoods 
no longer offer the ladders to individual success and community development that they once 
did.  Schools in such areas frequently face numerous challenges: erosion of the tax base 
supporting school budgets; buildings that lack the infrastructure to support modern teaching 
methods; a parent population struggling with employment, housing, and health issues; and, in 
places where there has been out-migration of middle-class families, reduced enrollment and 
often a high proportion of students with special needs.  At the same time as they are 
challenged by neighborhood conditions, poorly performing schools may also contribute to 
neighborhood decay by hindering the preservation, creation, or re-creation of mixed-income 
communities.   
 
One of the hypotheses motivating this study is that simultaneous investment in mixed-income 
housing development and school reform may have more potential to reverse this downward 
spiral than investment in either housing or schools alone.  Schools have long been believed to 
be among the most intractable of urban public systems.  But this is changing, and new 
opportunities for school reform appear to exist at the beginning of the 21st century, including, 
among others: the movement towards site-based public school management, the increased 
authority to reconstitute1 failing schools, the spread of the charter school movement, and 
experimentation with school vouchers.  At the same time, programs such as HOPE VI, which 
create an opportunity for comprehensive neighborhood revitalization and broader systems 
change, have encouraged housing developers to consider how school reform might contribute 
to the success and sustainability of their redevelopment efforts.  
 
This report documents neighborhood revitalization efforts that have included school reform 
as part of a comprehensive revitalization plan.  This study is exploratory, aimed more at 
identifying the issues involved in incorporating school reform into neighborhood 
revitalization than providing models for how this can be done.  The report provides a detailed 
examination, in the form of case studies, of school reform efforts undertaken in distressed 
neighborhoods in three cities—Atlanta, St. Louis, and Philadelphia.  The case studies are 
based primarily on in-depth interviews with key individuals and entities involved in the 
school reform and neighborhood revitalization efforts, including housing authority staff, 
private developers, foundations, local education reform specialists, community-based 
organizations, school principals and staff, and neighborhood residents.2  The case studies 
focus on the school reform efforts at each site, rather than on the broader neighborhood 

                                                      
1  Reconstituting a school means disbanding a school’s faculty and reopening the building with a new staff, 

structure, and curriculum.  Any teacher who wants to return to the transformed school can be asked to make 
commitments to altered working conditions, such as a new program or a longer school day.  Even with such 
a commitment, there is no obligation to hire those interviewed. 

2  A list of the individuals interviewed is provided in Appendix A.    
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revitalization strategies, because considerable work has already been done on housing-based 
neighborhood redevelopment.  HUD, for example, continues to provide The Mixed Finance 
Guidebook to help housing authorities and developers plan and implement housing-based 
neighborhood revitalization, for example through the HOPE VI program.  By contrast, most 
housing practitioners do not have a sense of what it takes to create or recreate an excellent 
school in a distressed neighborhood, or what role that school might play in effecting 
neighborhood change. 
 
This study is a first step in that direction, focusing on a handful of examples identified 
through discussions with experts in the fields of public housing redevelopment and 
educational reform.  We use case studies to describe the challenges of creating a new or 
reformed school and linking the school reform to housing-based neighborhood revitalization.  
Although the final chapter of the report identifies a number of lessons learned for PHAs and 
other housing practitioners interested in including school reform in their plans, we cannot at 
this stage offer “best practices” for integrating school reform and housing redevelopment.  In 
part, this is because it was not within the scope of the study to conduct a professional 
evaluation of the schools we visited, so that we cannot be sure that the models we observed 
were indeed best practices from the perspective of improving school performance.3  Instead, 
the case studies focus on the process of creating a reformed school, the roles that various 
institutions may play in those processes, and the work that must be done.  We cannot provide 
definitive evidence on the effect that a high-performing school can have on a neighborhood.  
To do so would require following the school reform over a longer period of time, as well as 
relating it to systematic data on neighborhood change.   
 
In the cases presented here, there are two hypotheses as to how school reform can contribute 
to neighborhood revitalization.  First, for neighborhoods that have some basic assets—a good 
location, high quality housing stock (either original or redeveloped), and at least a modest 
range of incomes—creating an excellent public elementary school can be a powerful 
marketing tool to attract families to the neighborhood or to persuade those already living in 
the neighborhood to stay.   
 
For middle-income families to move to the neighborhood to be near the school, they need to 
believe that the school will provide a better education for their children than the other 
available alternatives (such as magnet schools, charter schools, and private schools), that 
moving to the neighborhood will enable their children to attend the school (i.e., that the 
school has at least a neighborhood preference for enrollment), and that the perceived negative 
aspects of the neighborhood do not outweigh the benefits of the school.  These criteria would 
apply to low-income families considering moving to the neighborhood as well, although low-
income families may not have the same school choice alternatives.  (For example, they may 
not have access to public schools in more expensive neighborhoods or to private schools.)  If 

                                                      
3  Although our team included an Abt Associates education researcher, we did not spend the time observing 

teaching and assessing curricula, professional development, and school governance that a true school 
assessment would require.    
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the school can attract families with children to the neighborhood, particularly middle-income 
families who may be able to purchase homes in the neighborhood, it can act as a force for 
neighborhood stabilization or revitalization by increasing families’ commitment to and 
investment in the neighborhood.  
 
A second way in which school reform can contribute to neighborhood revitalization is by 
improving the educational opportunities of the families already in the neighborhood who do 
not have a lot of choice about where they live or where they send their children to school.  
Having a good school in the neighborhood is a source of neighborhood pride and can help to 
foster a “culture of excellence” that has spillover effects into other aspects of family and 
neighborhood health.  It also improves the long-term outlook for these children and their 
families.  Although perceptions of the neighborhood may be such that it will be difficult to 
attract a wide range of income levels, the school can nevertheless be an important factor in 
creating a stable, healthy low- to moderate-income community. 
 
Both of these processes take time, and it may be difficult to connect observed changes in the 
neighborhood to the school reform.  This is also true of the public housing redevelopment in 
these neighborhoods, where it may take several years to observe spillover effects such as 
increased property values or incomes in the neighborhood.  The new and reformed schools 
examined in this report have been open for at most four years, which may not be long enough 
to establish the kind of reputation required to attract large numbers of families to the 
neighborhood or otherwise effect observable neighborhood change.  Indeed, most of the 
schools studied here do not yet appear to have had a major impact on the neighborhood, 
although there are good reasons to believe that they might do so in the future.  As a result, the 
case studies focus on what it takes to create an excellent school in a low-income or public 
housing-dominated neighborhood, rather than on how these particular schools have changed 
their neighborhoods. 
 
In each of the cases that we examined for this study, we focus on the creation or recreation of 
an elementary school as an explicit part of a neighborhood revitalization effort.  We chose to 
focus on elementary schools because we believe that having a good school that services 
young children in the neighborhood may be most important to attracting or retaining families, 
who may prefer not to bus or transport young children across town.  At the middle or high 
school levels, parents may be more willing to send their children outside the neighborhood to 
good schools that draw students from multiple neighborhoods, such as magnet public schools 
and some charter schools.  As such, good neighborhood schools may not factor as strongly 
into the residential choices of parents with older children as they do for parents with 
elementary school aged children.   
 
In addition to the neighborhoods and schools that are the focus of the three case studies, we 
visited three urban schools (in Boston, Washington DC, and St. Louis) that were new or 
reformed but not part of an explicit effort to change a neighborhood.  We have more limited 
information about these schools and chose not present them as separate case studies.  
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However, descriptions of each of the schools are provided in Appendix B, and we draw upon 
these examples in the chapter on lessons learned. 
 
The report is structured into three case studies and a concluding chapter.  The first two case 
studies—on Atlanta and St. Louis—both focus on attempts to include school reform in the 
redevelopment of former public housing developments into mixed-income communities.  
The third case study, on Philadelphia, examines a school reform and neighborhood 
revitalization effort in a neighborhood that did not have any public housing but was a mixed-
income community in decline.  The final chapter of the report explores lessons learned from 
the study. 
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2. School Reform and Neighborhood Change in 
Atlanta, GA 

This case study discusses housing redevelopment and school reform in Atlanta.  The case 
study focuses on Centennial Place, a HOPE VI development near downtown Atlanta that 
includes a new public elementary school, Centennial Place School.  The study describes the 
school, the neighborhood, and the process of integrating school reform and housing 
redevelopment in this city and neighborhood.  We then discuss two other public housing 
redevelopment efforts that the Atlanta Housing Authority (AHA) has undertaken that have a 
school reform component—the Villages at East Lake (Drew Charter School) and the Villages 
at Carver (several schools).  Together, these examples show the range of neighborhoods in 
which this kind of comprehensive revitalization is being tried, as well as some of the 
challenges associated with creating new reformed schools. 
 
2.1. Centennial Place School 

Centennial Place School is a new school within the Atlanta Public School system (APS).  It 
opened in August 1998, replacing a demolished elementary school with roughly the same 
catchment area.  However, it is a new building on a new site with a new name.  The school 
was created as part of the transformation of the Techwood and Clark Howell public housing 
developments into a mixed-income community, Centennial Place.  The Georgia Institute of 
Technology (Georgia Tech), which borders Centennial Place, played a major role in creating 
the school and supports the school in many ways, providing 40 math and science tutors and 
mentors from the University’s sports teams.  School ceremonies such as promotions are held 
on the Georgia Tech campus.   
 
Centennial Place School has about 500 children in kindergarten through fifth grade.  The 
school gives enrollment preference to children from the neighborhood.  Currently, about half 
of the students at the school live in the neighborhood.  The others are accepted to the school 
based on a citywide lottery. 
 
Centennial Place School is a science and technology theme school, with a curriculum 
centered on living things in the fall, earth science in the winter, and physical science in the 
spring.  Reading, math, and social studies are taught using the science theme in a curriculum 
that was developed by the teachers.  This curriculum was later combined with a research-
based program called CO-NECT.  CO-NECT has benchmarks, is project-based, assesses 
student progress through rubrics and portfolios, and emphasizes professional development 
and team-based organization for teachers.  
 
The interior of the Centennial Place School building has an open plan, with flexible space for 
combining and separating groups of students.  In addition to a computer lab, there are five 
computers in each classroom, which are fully integrated into the curriculum in an open 
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classroom style of learning.  Centennial Place School is physically connected to a new 
YMCA, which is used for gym classes, after school programs, and intersession activities.  
The arts program includes choral music, a band, and an orchestra.  Four Spanish teachers 
provide daily lessons at all grade levels.  Although these special teachers are available to all 
Atlanta public schools, Centennial Place School has more than its share. 
 
The school day at Centennial Place School is 30 minutes longer than the school day in other 
Atlanta public elementary schools.  Centennial Place is also a year-round school, which 
means that children attend school in nine-week sessions throughout the calendar year, with 
two- to three-week breaks between sessions.  During these intersession breaks, children 
falling behind must attend instructional activities, while others take optional enrichment 
courses or participate in recreational programs.  There is also a one-month break without 
instructional programs during the summer. 
 
2.2. Neighborhood and School Reform Context  

The Centennial Place Neighborhood 

The Techwood and Clark Howell developments were built between 1935 and 1940, making 
them among the oldest public housing communities in America.  They were low-rise 
developments, located across the interstate from Atlanta’s central business district in a 
neighborhood that also included two high-rise public housing buildings for the elderly, the 
academic and student housing facilities of Georgia University of Technology (Georgia Tech), 
and Coca-Cola’s corporate headquarters.  The developments were physically isolated in an 
area of predominately industrial and institutional land uses.  Other than public housing, the 
only housing was student dormitories and a homeless shelter for men.  Fowler Elementary 
School, the elementary school that Centennial Place School replaced, was in a cul-de-sac 
bordered by a Georgia Tech building and a parking garage.  The only retail activity in the 
neighborhood was a convenience store and a gas station.4   
 
School Reform in Atlanta 

Fowler Elementary School, the school serving the Techwood and Clark Howell communities, 
was physically obsolete and low performing.  At the time that the Atlanta Housing Authority 
was planning the Centennial Place redevelopment and considering replacing Fowler School, 
it was not possible to create a new charter school in Atlanta.  Nor was there any legislation 
allowing the reconstitution of low-performing public schools.  This meant that Fowler School 
would have to be reformed within the Atlanta public school system, which presented a 
significant challenge.  However, some things about the school system made the creation of 
Centennial Place School easier.  Instead of a desegregation-busing program, Atlanta 
continued to have neighborhood schools, subject to a school choice option in which families 

                                                      
4  Gretchen Locke and Kristin Winkel, Interim Assessment of the HOPE VI Program:  Case Study of 

Techwood Homes and Clark Howell Homes in Atlanta, Georgia, March 23, 2001. 
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have the right to choose a school outside of their neighborhood.5  The school choice option 
facilitated the creation of Centennial Place because it provided a pool of potential enrollees at 
a time when there were not enough children living in the neighborhood catchment area to 
justify the school.  At the same time, the school choice option did not prohibit the school 
from instituting a preference for children from the Centennial Place housing development.   
 
Also facilitating the creation of a new school with a completely new staff was the fact that 
Georgia is a Right to Work state, which means that teachers cannot be required to belong to 
local affiliates of the American Federation of Teachers or the National Education 
Association.  In fact, most public school teachers in Atlanta do not belong to these unions.  
This meant that the teachers at Fowler School did not have an organization that could insist 
on their right to be employed at the new school on the basis of a collective bargaining 
agreement.  Even with these conditions, the creation of Centennial Place School nevertheless 
required a long and hard battle.   
 
2.3. The Creation of Centennial Place School  

The Redevelopment Plan for Techwood and Clark Howell 

The Atlanta Housing Authority began planning for the redevelopment of Techwood and 
Clark Howell in 1991.  The planning went through several stages, but was initially heavily 
influenced by the plans for the 1996 summer Olympics.  In 1993, the Atlanta Committee for 
the Olympic Games announced that the area between Techwood/Clark Howell and the 
central business district would become Centennial Olympic Park.  Improving the appearance 
of the aging public housing development and stabilizing the areas around them were 
important concerns for the Olympic planners. 
 
The earliest plan for the redevelopment of Techwood and Clark Howell plan would have 
retained a small number of public housing units in a mixed-income community.  However, 
residents of the developments and others opposed the plan as an Olympics-driven “urban 
removal” of African Americans from a valuable site near downtown.  As a result, the plan 
that HUD accepted in 1993 for funding under the HOPE VI program called for the 
developments to be rehabilitated as 100 percent public housing.   
 
In 1994, Renee Glover became Executive Director of the AHA and proposed an alternative 
vision for the site.  This vision included demolishing all of the original buildings and 
redeveloping the site as a mixed-income community.  Under Glover’s leadership, the final 
planning process for the revitalization of Techwood and Clark Howell began through a 
partnership between the AHA, The Integral Group (an Atlanta-based development firm 
owned by Egbert Perry), and McCormack Baron Associates of St. Louis.  The final plan, 
submitted to HUD in 1995, was for a mixed-income community developed by a private-

                                                      
5  Originally, the school choice option was only available to families choosing a school where the majority of 

the children were of a different race.   
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public partnership and privately managed once complete.  As described below, the plan 
included the creation of Centennial Place School as a critical component in attracting Tax 
Credit and market-rate households to the new development.  
 
As of November 2002, Centennial Place is almost complete.  The development contains 900 
mixed-income rental units in clusters of three-story buildings on a grid pattern of streets, with 
gated parking areas behind the buildings.  Some of the buildings are walk-up apartments, 
while others are two-story townhouses over ground-level flats.  Forty percent of the residents 
pay public housing rents, 20 percent pay rents determined by Low Income Housing Tax 
Credit rules, and 40 percent pay market-determined rents.  As of 2000, market-rate rents 
ranged from $829 per month (for a one-bedroom apartment) to $1,469 per month (for a three-
bedroom townhouse).  A homeownership component will be completed in the next year.   
 
In the past, the area around Centennial Place had little housing besides the public housing 
development.  However, it appears to have a good chance of eventually becoming a strong 
market rate neighborhood.  There are additional new market-rate rental and homeownership 
units under development, including conversions of industrial buildings. 
 
How School Reform Became Part of the Techwood/Clark Howell Redevelopment  

School reform was not part of the AHA’s initial plans for redeveloping Techwood and Clark 
Howell.  However, in the early 1990s, when the planning for the site was underway, Dr. 
Norman Johnson, Executive Assistant to the President of Georgia Tech, saw in the 
neighborhood an opportunity to effect school reform.  Dr. Johnson is African American and 
has an academic background in public policy.  Some time after arriving at Georgia Tech in 
1988, he realized that immediately abutting the campus was an elementary school (Fowler) 
with which the university had modest connections but no vision for what the school could 
become or what the relationship between the school and the university could be.  Johnson 
supplied that vision: for the first time in history, the neighborhood elementary school would 
start children, “youngsters of color,” on a path to enrollment in Georgia Tech.  
 
The AHA’s commitment to revitalizing the neighborhood and the Atlanta public school 
structure made this vision seem realistic.  Specifically, the public middle and high schools 
into which the Fowler (and later Centennial Place) neighborhood school fed were the best in 
the city.  If children from the neighborhood started arriving at Inman Middle School well 
prepared, they would have a chance of making it the rest of the way to Georgia Tech.  
Second, the Techwood and Clark Howell public housing developments, which gave the 
neighborhood a reputation for being dangerous, were to be revitalized through the HOPE VI 
program.  Redeveloping the public housing would make middle class families more willing 
to send their children to a school located in the neighborhood.6  The massive investment in 

                                                      
6  Physically relocating the school was important in this regard.  The school had to be visible, accessible to 

those from outside the neighborhood, and no longer at the end of a potentially dangerous blind alley.   
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the community that the HOPE VI grant entailed created an opportunity to change the 
fundamental dynamics of the neighborhood.   
 
Johnson began the effort by selling his strategy for school reform to two audiences.  The first 
audience consisted of his boss, the President of Georgia Tech, who was willing to commit 
resources and prestige, and the Dean of the College of Sciences, who was attracted by the 
idea of creating a science and technology theme school.  One concern that Johnson had to 
overcome was the assumption that a university should support a high school rather than an 
elementary school.  He did so by arguing that creating a fundamental change in the structure 
of the opportunities for neighborhood residents required giving children a good education 
from the start. 
 
The Atlanta school administration and School Board members were more skeptical as some 
feared that the proposal for a new school to replace Fowler was an attempt to displace low-
income African Americans and resettle the neighborhood with upper income white residents 
and a school serving predominately white children.  Both the 1991 plan for redeveloping 
Techwood/Clark Howell and the fact that the school would feed a middle school and high 
school to the north (the more affluent side of Atlanta) fuelled these concerns.   
 
During 1991 and 1992, Johnson used his position at Georgia Tech to advocate for the school.  
He went to the school system, described his vision, and began to gain support among some of 
the career school administrators.  Then, in late 1992, he ran as a citywide candidate for the 
School Board—on a general platform of school improvement.  He was elected, reelected in 
1996, and served for eight years.  As he puts it, that made him part of the “ruling coalition.”  
Johnson advocated for capital funds to build a new school in place of Fowler and formally 
reconstitute the school to make sure that the teachers from Fowler did not return to the new 
school, bringing with them the “culture of low expectations” that had evolved at Fowler.  
 
Before bringing the proposal for Centennial Place School to the School Board, Norman 
Johnson recruited the support of Renee Glover and Egbert Perry.  Johnson was familiar with 
the plans for the redevelopment because as part of an effort by the Mayor of Atlanta to give 
the Techwood/Clark Howell residents advice on redevelopment plans, Johnson sat on the 
board that evaluated proposals from prospective developers (including Perry).  In this 
capacity, Johnson challenged the developers and the housing authority with the idea that a 
sustainable mixed-income community would require a good school.  He told them that if they 
were going to create a viable mixed-income community, they had better “get the sociology 
right,” which included providing decent educational opportunities for the families expected 
to move into the new development.  This argument resonated with Renee Glover and Egbert 
Perry, who recognized that something needed to be done about Fowler School and supported 
Johnson’s vision for what would replace it.   
 
Glover and Perry (and Perry’s Vice-President, Vicki Lundy-Wilbon) helped Johnson make 
his pitch to the School Board.  One of the challenges was convincing School Board members 
that there really was going to be housing on the old Techwood/Clark Howell site and that it 
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was going to house families with children.  Some School Board members were reluctant to 
spend $10 million in capital funds “ahead of demand” instead of spending the money in a 
neighborhood where demand was already present.  The $104 million investment in the 
neighborhood through the HOPE VI program and leveraged funds was a crucial factor 
mitigating these concerns.7  Georgia Tech also agreed to bring its own resources to the 
table—particularly human resources from the College of Sciences.  Finally, the AHA and the 
Integral Group helped raise money from Atlanta corporations to pay for additional capital 
costs and programming at Centennial Place School, although most of the costs were covered 
by APS.  In the end, the $10 million in capital funds for the new school building were raised 
as part of a “penny sales tax” proposal approved by Atlanta voters for the construction of 
several new schools.  Several local informants expressed the view that APS receives good 
taxpayer support.8 
 
2.4. Implementation and Outcomes for Centennial Place School 

Creating the Program, Implementing the Reconstitution, and Sustaining the School 

To create the instructional program for Centennial Place School, Norman Johnson found 
expertise within the Atlanta public school system.  At the same time that he was advocating 
within the school system for a new school to replace Fowler, a Deputy Superintendent of 
APS and the school system’s Director of Research were thinking about new approaches to 
curriculum development.  Taking Georgia Tech’s interest in a science-based curriculum as a 
starting point, they proposed that the detailed curriculum and instructional materials be 
developed by the teachers who would use them.  A consultant (paid for by Georgia Tech) 
held a design charette that produced some of the physical concepts for the school, such as 
“teacher spaces” instead of the traditional front-of-classroom desk, and flexible learning 
areas with sliding panels.    
 
The key to any new school or school reconstitution is the principal, and Johnson was 
instrumental in selecting Dr. Cynthia Kuhlman from within APS.  Kuhlman began as a 
second grade teacher and then a special education teacher.  Johnson did not look beyond APS 
for a principal for Centennial Place School because, as he put it, “a public school system will 
kill you if you come from the outside.”  Cynthia Kuhlman is both a strong instructional 
leader within the school and a developer of resources for the school inside and outside the 
school system.  As the former APS Comptroller, she says she is good at working the funding 
formulae and otherwise finding the extra resources within the school system.  She also plays 
a big role in fundraising for the school from Atlanta corporations. 
 

                                                      
7  The total budget for the redevelopment of Techwood and Clark Howell was $104.6 million, of which $42.5 

million came from the HOPE VI funds and $62.1 million came from leveraged funds, including Tax Credit 
equity and funds from the City of Atlanta.  Locke, op cit. 

8  It may be significant that the city of Atlanta contains a larger fraction of the total metropolitan area than is 
the case for many large U.S. cities. 
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Kuhlman says she had complete control over hiring the new teaching staff and was under no 
pressure to take any teachers from Fowler.  The school opened in 1998.  The first year of 
teaching was particularly demanding because of the teacher participation in developing the 
curriculum.  There has been some teacher turnover, and exit interviews have a common 
theme that teaching at Centennial Place School is hard.  In addition to the longer school day 
and school year, teachers at Centennial Place School are often required to spend weekends on 
professional development, for which they are paid.   
 
The school serves a large number of children from low-income families, but many fewer than 
is typical for low-income neighborhoods in Atlanta.  Sixty percent of Centennial students 
qualify for free- or reduced-price meals, which is lower than the 87 percent average for APS 
as a whole.9  At any given time, the school has about 25 children from two family homeless 
shelters in the neighborhood.   
 
The school started with all grade levels (kindergarten through fifth grade), but with a small 
total enrollment.  Starting with all grade levels may have resulted in lower overall test scores 
than would have been the case had the school started with only the lowest grades, because 
older children coming to Centennial Place from other schools had already fallen behind state 
standards for their grade levels.  In 2001-2002, 90 percent of Centennial Place School’s first 
through fourth graders, and 89 percent of its fifth graders, met or exceeded state standards.  
The charter class (those who started in kindergarten) is now in the fourth grade.   
 
Parent involvement is very high, with standing room only PTA meetings.  Parents are invited 
to walk-in conferences on Wednesdays and are expected to participate in three parent 
conferences during the year, one of which is to be directed by the student.   
 
Attracting Families with Children to the Centennial Place Neighborhood 

The occupancy of Centennial Place began in November 1996, almost two years before the 
opening of Centennial Place School in September 1998.  By November 2000, two years after 
the school opened, four construction phases of Centennial Place were complete.  A total of 
738 households lived in the new rental units, of whom 78 were former residents of 
Techwood/Clark Howell.10  A survey of the Centennial Place residents conducted at that time 
found that there were substantial differences in income among the public housing, Tax 
Credit, and market rate rent tiers, so that the development was achieving its objective of 
serving a community with a broad range of incomes.  The development is achieving some 
racial diversity as well.  Based on the 2000 survey, households in the public housing tier are 
                                                      
9  Children from families with incomes at or below 130 percent of the poverty level are eligible for free 

meals.  Those with incomes between 130 percent and 185 percent of the poverty level are eligible for 
reduced-price meals, for which students can be charged no more than 40 cents. (For the period July 1, 
2002, through June 30, 2003, 130 percent of the poverty level is $23,530 for a family of four; 185 percent 
is $33,485.)  

10  677 former residents were offered the right to return.  Most stayed in the units to which they had relocated 
with vouchers or in other public housing developments.   
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almost all African American, but 11 percent of households in the Tax Credit tier are white, as 
are 55 percent of households in the market-rate tier.  
 
Altogether, Cynthia Kuhlman believes there are 150 children from Centennial Place at 
Centennial Place School, about 30 percent of the total enrollment of 500.  It was unlikely that 
many children from the market-rate tier attended Centennial Place School in 2000, as 91 
percent of the households in the market-rate units had no children.11  It appears that the 
primary market for the market-rate units consisted of students and young professionals 
attracted by proximity to downtown Atlanta and Georgia Tech.12  Two or more adults 
occupied many market-rate units, and the average age of those residents was 28 years.  
According to school officials, as of 2002 some Georgia Tech graduate students were living at 
Centennial Place and sending children to the school.  It is also likely that a number of 
families from the Tax Credit tier at Centennial Place, whose incomes typically are 
substantially above those of public housing residents, have children at the school.13  Cynthia 
Kuhlman says she knows of at least one family that moved into Centennial Place because of 
the school.   
 
In addition, the school has attracted from the greater neighborhood students from families 
with a range of income levels.  There may be as many as 75 other children from the 
neighborhood, including Georgia Tech family housing.  Georgia Tech is in the process of 
tearing down some of its student housing, and Georgia Tech students with children at 
Centennial Place School may find it attractive to move to the Centennial Place development.  
Families from outside the Centennial Place neighborhood are attracted to the school by its 
newness, its science-based curriculum, and its connection to Georgia Tech.  Thus, while the 
school is not formally a magnet school, it operates in a way similar to a magnet.  The school 
has a modest level of racial diversity.  More than 90 percent of students at Centennial Place 
School are African American, with a few Asian and a few white children.   
 
The current marketing materials for the Centennial Place development prominently display 
the statistics on the performance of students at Centennial Place School.  The next phase of 
the Centennial Place development will consist of homeownership units: 47 townhouses and 
200 condominium apartments.  Renee Glover and Egbert Perry believe that the school will be 
a major asset for attracting families with children to buy those units, especially the 
townhouses.  They hope to get some press coverage for Centennial Place School at the time 
the houses are coming onto the market. 
 

                                                      
11  Locke, op. cit. 
12  There is a surprisingly broad range of incomes among households in market-rate units, but that appears to 

be because some market-rate renters are students relying on support from their families. 
13  Most Tax Credit units at Centennial Place are serving households with incomes between 50 percent and 60 

percent of the area median income. 
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The Centennial Place neighborhood is continuing to evolve in other ways.  Changes in the 
neighborhood will affect the population at Centennial Place School, but may also be 
influenced by the school.  During the site visit, we saw buildings nearby that were being 
converted to loft apartments, and we heard of market-rate high-rise and town house 
condominiums that are under development.  Families with children will occupy some of 
these units, and some of these families may be attracted by the school, with its preference for 
neighborhood children.  However, most of the market-rate units currently under development 
probably will appeal to the young, childless households that often choose to live in central 
city neighborhoods.  Over time Centennial Place School will have a much higher fraction of 
neighborhood children, but it is likely that some students will continue to come from outside 
the neighborhood.  
 
Housing Management and Centennial Place School 

There is an explicit and self-conscious relationship between the school and the management 
of Centennial Place.  Cynthia Kuhlman has lunch once a month with the site manager, and 
there are informal contacts to talk about families who are showing early signs of having 
problems—for example, falling behind in the rent, failing to send children to school on time, 
or failing to attend parent-teacher conferences.14 
 
Centennial Place is managed by Village Management, a company created by the partnership 
between Integral and McCormack Baron.  Screening criteria, including criminal record 
checks and credit checks, apply to applicants for all rent tiers, and they are strictly enforced.  
Those in the public housing tier must also agree to housekeeping inspections once a year and 
to participate in the Atlanta Housing Authority’s Work Force Enterprise Program (WEP), 
unless they are working already or exempt because of age or disability.   
 
Centennial Place parents are encouraged to play as active a role in Centennial Place School 
as they can.  The PTA includes parents from the neighborhood, as well as parents who bring 
their children to the school from other parts of Atlanta. 
 
The school and the management office work together to address continuing challenges in the 
neighborhood, ranging from control of rowdy Georgia State undergraduates, to working with 
the men’s homeless shelter on control of loitering, to closing a remaining convenience store 
that reportedly serves as a drug market.  
 
Summary 

The redevelopment of the Techwood and Clark Howell public housing developments through 
the HOPE VI program enabled Dr. Norman Johnson to implement his vision of creating a 
system of good public schools that could feed into Georgia Tech.  The decision by the 

                                                      
14  School attendance is an explicit part of the lease agreement at Centennial Place, although it is not clear 

whether anyone would be evicted on this basis. 
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Atlanta Housing Authority and its developer partners to redevelop the site as a mixed-income 
community gave the school a greater likelihood of success.  At the same time, Johnson was 
able to convince the housing authority and other stakeholders that the new school would 
support the new development by helping to attract families in the Tax Credit and market rate 
tiers. 
 
Centennial Place School has been successful in attracting students from families with a range 
of income levels.  Over time, as the school’s reputation grows and private-market 
development increases in the neighborhood, Centennial Place School is likely to attract a 
higher fraction of neighborhood children.  The AHA and the developer of Centennial Place 
believe that the school will be a major asset in marketing the homeownership units that will 
be built in the next phase of the redevelopment. 
 
Since creating Centennial Place School, the AHA has been involved in two further efforts to 
incorporate school reform into public housing redevelopment.  These efforts have been 
bolstered by three recent changes in Atlanta public education.  First, Georgia’s charter school 
legislation was amended to allow new charter schools to be created.  Second, the state 
enacted the A Plus Education Reform Act, which requires the State Board of Education to 
take action against failing schools, such as creating a charter school or reconstituting the 
school.  Finally, a determined reformer, Dr. Beverly Hall, took over as Superintendent of 
Schools for Atlanta.   
 
2.5. Drew Charter School: A Charter School Built as Part of the 

Transformation of a Public Housing Neighborhood 

The East Lake Neighborhood and the Redevelopment of East Lake Meadows 

East Lake is an Atlanta neighborhood six miles from downtown and on the border with 
unincorporated DeKalb County.  Originally developed as summer cottages for wealthy 
Atlantans, the neighborhood includes two golf courses, one of which gained an international 
reputation as the home course of golf legend Bobby Jones.  The neighborhood became, first, 
a white working class area and then a predominately African-American neighborhood.  By 
the mid 20th century, the neighborhood as a whole and the East Lake Country Club were in 
decline.  Part of the club’s golf course was acquired by the Atlanta Housing Authority, and, 
in 1970, a sprawling barracks-style public housing development, called East Lake Meadows, 
was built on the land.  The surrounding neighborhood consisted of small single-family 
houses, occupied mainly by low-income families, mostly African American, although the 
neighborhood retained some racial diversity.  The 650-unit public housing development was 
considered extremely dangerous, known as “Little Vietnam” because of the shootings and the 
drug trafficking that took place there.  The development is thought to have had a blighting 
effect that stretched a mile into the rest of the neighborhood.  
 
In 1992, the Atlanta Housing Authority received a $33.5 million grant from HUD to 
rehabilitate East Lake Meadows under a program called Major Reconstruction of Obsolete 
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Projects.15  Planning for the use of these funds was still at an early stage when Renee Glover 
became Chief Operating Officer of AHA in late 1994.   
 
Meanwhile, an Atlanta real estate developer, Tom Cousins, decided that the Cousins Family 
Foundation should stop spreading their donations among a variety of Atlanta causes and 
instead focus on the East Lake Neighborhood.  He had developed ties to the community as a 
longtime member of the East Lake Country Club.  In 1993, Cousins bought the club for the 
Cousins Foundation and turned it into a golf club for corporate members, with fees that 
would support the revitalization of the broader neighborhood.16  In 1995, he created the East 
Lake Community Foundation.  Despite the continued existence of the distressed East Lake 
Meadows development, the neighborhood had begun to attract some new homeowners, both 
African American and white, because of its underlying attractiveness and its relative 
proximity to downtown Atlanta jobs. 
 
Cousins watched Renee Glover lead the change in plans for Techwood/Clark Howell from 
renovation of public housing to reconstruction as a mixed-income community.  He decided 
that the same should happen at East Lake Meadows, and, in 1995, Cousins and Glover 
formed a partnership to plan the future of the community.  They ran into resistance from a 
tenants’ organization at the development, including litigation to stop the construction of the 
mixed-income Villages at East Lake.17  The ultimate decision that emerged from this 
controversy was that the Villages would be 50 percent public housing and 50 percent market 
rate housing, rather than the 80 percent market-rate renters Cousins had originally wanted.18  
The Villages do not include a “middle” tier of households renting under the rules of the Low 
Income Housing Tax Credit.   
 
The first phase of the Villages at East Lake was rented in 1998, and all 542 units were 
occupied by February 2001.  Market rents range from $845 to $1380.  The garden and 
townhouse development has a suburban feel.  It is a gated community, and across the street is 
a large, new Publix supermarket, which opened in 2001 on land subsidized by the East Lake 
Community Foundation. 
 
How Drew Charter School Was Created 

Cousins and Glover decided that, like Centennial Place, the revitalized East Lake should 
include a new school.  The Cousins Family Foundation already had a tradition of focusing on 
neighborhood children, having created an after school program, the East Lake Junior Golf 
Academy, to serve the neighborhood.   
                                                      
15  MROP preceded the HOPE VI program and did not have the detailed application and selection criteria of 

HOPE VI that would focus on comprehensive neighborhood revitalization and mixed-income 
developments. 

16  The membership fee was $275,000, of which $200,000 was a tax-deductible contribution. 
17  There was no need to settle this lawsuit.  The court dismissed it. 
18  Atlanta Journal-Constitution, October 17, 1999. 
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Most East Lake Meadows children attended Drew Elementary School, which was located 
within the public housing development and was one of the lowest achieving schools in the 
city.  For two years, the East Lake Community Foundation attempted to persuade APS to 
agree to the reconstitution of Drew, with an instructional program developed in partnership 
with Georgia State University.  It became clear that the School Board was not going to accept 
the proposal as the Board would not accept the degree of autonomy that the Cousins 
Foundation and other donors who were agreeing to support the school thought necessary—
for example, control by the donors of the selection of a new principal. 
 
Although Cousins did not have an advocate from within the school system like Norman 
Johnson for Centennial Place School,19 he had large asset of considerable financial donations.  
With $17.5 million in donations from foundations, corporations, and individuals available to 
build a new school, Cousins did not have to rely on the capital budget of APS.  Once Georgia 
had enacted charter school legislation, the East Lake Community Foundation, together with 
parents from the neighborhood, submitted a charter application to APS.  Foundation staff met 
with APS staff once a week for several weeks to work out the details of the application.  The 
School Board did not accept the result in its entirety, requiring some changes to the 
neighborhood priorities proposed for the school20 and reducing the amount of operating funds 
per enrollee that the charter school would receive.  However, the School Board did not 
attempt to control the curriculum or management of the school.  Drew became the first 
charter school approved in Atlanta. 
 
Implementation of Drew Charter School 

During the first year of operation, 2000-2001, the school occupied a temporary site, with 240 
children in grades K-5.  In 2002-2003, the school has 700 children, in grades K-7, with four 
classes for each grade.  Next year the school will add eighth grade and reach its full 
enrollment of 800.   
 
For the first year, students were recruited through flyers, booths at grocery stores, and 
community meetings.  Because it is a charter school, there was no automatic enrollment of 
children in a catchment area.  The Foundation was able to obtain a phone list of parents in the 
area and the new principal and foundation staff made phone calls.  They also did some radio 
spots, although those often produced interested families from DeKalb County, whose 
children are not eligible to attend Atlanta Public Schools.  One corner of East Lake Meadows 
was outside the city limits and the children living there went to County schools.  The 
                                                      
19  As a white businessman, it may have been difficult for him to be the primary advocate for change in a 

largely African American school system. 
20  The Foundation proposed that residents of an adjacent neighborhood called Kirkwood have second priority 

for enrollment in the charter school, behind the East Lake neighborhood but ahead of the rest of the city.  
We did not ask the reason for the opposition of the School Board, but it is possible that a Board member 
was trying to protect an existing school in Kirkwood.  The Foundation wanted Kirkwood children to have a 
priority because the neighborhood included some supportive parents. 
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Foundation and AHA succeeded in changing the boundary as part of the creation of the 
Villages at East Lake. 
 
About 40 percent of the students are from East Lake Village, 20 percent from the 
surrounding neighborhood, and 40 percent from the rest of Atlanta.  APS still provides 
transportation for those within the old catchment area, but has not agreed to that arrangement 
for subsequent charter schools.  For the past two years, the school had more applicants than it 
can accept, and it now has a waiting list of 225 children. 
 
Virtually all students at Drew Charter School are African American.  Eighty-five percent 
qualify for free- and reduced-price lunch, substantially more than at Centennial Place School 
and more typical of Atlanta public schools.  School staff believe that the new Drew is 
drawing children from outside the neighborhood who have failed in other settings. 
 
The East Lake Community Foundation considered the options for educational management 
and curriculum and decided to contract with the Edison Company.  The Foundation 
conducted a nationwide search for the founding principal, Karen Eldridge.  She was a 
seasoned principal in the nearby Decatur school system.  Eldridge hired the staff, with help 
from Edison, which has a national network.  Some teachers at Drew have transferred within 
the Edison system.  None of the current teachers came from the former Drew School, 
although a handful came from other Atlanta public schools. 
 
The new building, to which the school moved in the fall of 2001, is bright, attractive, and 
spacious, but with a traditional school floor plan.  Corridors are long, and classroom space is 
enclosed.  Eldridge says the APS school building they used temporarily was more spacious, 
but the new building is wired for computers and makes a statement that the school has 
changed fundamentally.  There are two or three computers in each classroom, as well as a 
computer lab.  Teachers have laptops, and each student in third grade or above can have a 
desktop computer for home use. 
 
The Edison curriculum uses the research-based Success for All reading program and the 
Everyday Math, a National Science Foundation curriculum developed by the University of 
Chicago School Mathematics Project.  A 90-minute reading period begins each day under 
Success for All.  Another aspect of the Edison curriculum involves grouping teachers into 
multi-grade-level “houses” (K-2, 3-5, and 6-7), with a lead teacher for each house who has 
extra responsibilities and pay.  Teachers have two planning periods a day, one of which is 
with their “house” and focuses on a topic, such as curriculum, student concerns, teamwork, 
or technology.  Edison provides computer-based benchmark tests, which the students take 
monthly.  The teachers also use rubrics for writing based on the Georgia Writing Test.  Both 
of these help teachers track their students’ progress.   
 
The school also has a Student Support Team that is built into the Success for All reading 
program (which requires parental involvement) and works with the “houses” of teachers. 
Parents and teachers have quarterly conferences.  The school requires 100 percent 
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participation, and the Student Support Manager makes phone calls to parents who fail to 
make or attend appointments.  The parent, teacher, and student agree to a three-way contract 
with explicit goals. 
 
Both the school day and the school year are longer than for Atlanta public schools.  The day 
starts at 8 a.m. and ends at 4 p.m. (an extra 1 ½ hours), and the school year is 15 days longer.  
Half of the children stay for an after school program until 6 p.m.  To support the after school 
program, the Foundation was able to link to programs already existing at seven different 
organizations.  The Foundation also provided funding for the YMCA that is next to the 
school. 
 
All teachers get somewhat higher pay than in Atlanta Public Schools because of the 
additional hours.  This is supported by the operating budget, which presented a problem in 
the first year, because of the limited amount per enrollee the School Board was willing to 
provide.  During the first year, the amount was $6,000 per student, and the Foundation made 
up a shortfall in operating costs.  APS has since added back funding categories, such as Title 
I funds, that had originally been excluded, and Drew Charter School now gets $7,400/child.  
Atlanta has no site-based budgeting, but this may change, both under the pressure of having 
to calculate appropriate amounts for charter schools and because of reforms under the new 
Superintendent, Beverly Hall.    
 
For the 2002-2003 school year, the Georgia legislature enacted a budget line item for charter 
schools that included $1.5 million earmarked for Drew.  State support for the charter 
movement has fluctuated, but is expected to increase under the Republican governor elected 
in November 2002.  There are now five or six charter schools in Atlanta, two more opening 
next year, and several applications are pending. 
 
Student performance at Drew Charter School is improving, but more slowly than either 
Eldridge or the Foundation would like.  On the Spring 2001 Stanford standardized tests, only 
25 percent of Drew students scored at or above the national norm in math, while 39 percent 
did in reading.21  So far, the charter school has received little scrutiny from APS, other than 
demands for enrollment data in a variety of formats.  Beverly Hall was already 
Superintendent of Schools when Drew reopened as a charter school, and relations with APS 
staff—for example, the research department and the special education department—have 
been cordial.   
 
Drew’s five-year charter from APS requires that they meet much higher goals before 
renewal.  Measuring student performance in 2002 has been complicated by changes in the 
test used by the state and difficulties in scoring it.  However, across two years of tests for 
fourth graders, reading scores improved, so that 52 percent of students now master the state 
curriculum, an increase from 31 percent.  Math and language arts scores also improved. 
 
                                                      
21  Drew Charter School Fact Sheet, October 1, 2002, provided by the East Lake Community Foundation. 
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Drew Charter School, the Villages at East Lake, and the East Lake Neighborhood 

The Villages at East Lake is managed according to principles similar to those at Centennial 
Place, aiming for a “seamless, mixed-income community in which everyone is treated the 
same.”  The market rate tier attracts young professionals who work in downtown Atlanta.  
Some of the larger units, with four bedrooms, have groups of college students splitting the 
rent.  The leasing manager reaches out to companies that have employees relocating to the 
city.  The link between the management office and the school does not appear to be quite as 
close as at Centennial Place, although recently the Foundation began organizing monthly 
meetings between the management staff and the school staff.   
 
Among the children living at the Villages of the right age for Drew Charter School, 95 
percent attend the school.  However, very few of the market-rate renters have children.  
Families paying public housing rents have a work requirement, as they do at Centennial 
Place.  The East Lake Community Foundation reports that, during 2001, more than 85 
percent of work-eligible public housing residents at the Villages were employed.  The school 
notifies the management office when parents do not show up.  Social supports at the Villages 
at East Lake include a faith-based program called Strategic Neighbors, which recruits people 
from market-rate units and from outside the Villages to mentor low-income families.22  Some 
of the earliest market-rate renters at the Villages were recruited from Atlanta churches and 
seminaries, with the help of FCS Urban Ministries, a nonprofit organization that the Cousins 
Family Foundation has long supported.    
 
Only 78 of the 400 families that had a right to return to the Villages from East Lake 
Meadows did so.  A few were excluded because of criminal background check.  There may 
have been “self-screening” because of the requirement that all adults be listed on the lease, 
the expected enforcement of rules against “hanging out,” and the overall gated character of 
the community.  Some of the former public housing families may have used vouchers to rent 
nearby, and their children may attend Drew Charter School.   
 
In the East Lake neighborhood as a whole, Drew Charter School is beginning to be listed in 
real estate advertisements as an amenity.  Homeowners in the East Lake Neighbors 
Community Association are said to believe in the importance of the school for the further 
revitalization of the neighborhood.  It is difficult to predict whether and when middle-income 
families moving into the neighborhood will begin sending children to the school.  Much will 
depend on whether the school succeeds in demonstrating superior academic performance. 
 
 

                                                      
22  Because East Lake funds were MROP rather that HOPE VI, they did not include funds for community and 

social services. 
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2.6. The Carver Neighborhood: Going to Scale with Housing 
Redevelopment and Public School Reform 

The Atlanta Housing Authority and Atlanta Public Schools are in the process of forming an 
alliance to make change in both housing and education mutually reinforcing.  According to 
people we interviewed, 60 percent of Atlanta public schools have new principals under Dr. 
Hall.  Additional school reconstitutions in HOPE VI neighborhoods are at the planning stage.  
Attention has turned to another of the five large Atlanta public housing developments that are 
being recreated as mixed-income housing, Carver.  The Carver redevelopment follows four 
other public housing transformations in Atlanta: Centennial Place, the Villages at Castleberry 
Hill (formerly John Hope Homes), Magnolia Park (formerly John Egan Homes), and the 
Villages at East Lake. 
 
The Carver neighborhood is a 10-15 minute drive south from downtown Atlanta on I-85 and 
about the same distance north of the airport (a major employment center).  A traditional 
African American neighborhood, it is undergoing complete rebuilding.  One sees only 
scattered vestiges of the older housing stock, which consists of very old and small single-
family houses and a few small apartment buildings.  The 990-unit Carver public housing 
development may have seemed at the time it was built (1950) to be of much better quality 
than the existing housing stock.  It was almost certainly built to serve an African American 
population at a time when public housing in Atlanta was segregated. 
 
The original Carver buildings are being replaced with 718 rental units and 252 
homeownership units as the Villages at Carver.  Fifty percent of the rental units will be 
public housing, 20 percent will have rents determined by the rules of the Low Income 
Housing Tax Credit program, and 30 percent of the units (215 units) will have market-rate 
rents.23  The market rate rents are about 20 percent lower than rents at Centennial Place or at 
the Villages at East Lake.  The Integral Group is part of the team developing the Villages at 
Carver.   
 
The first phase of the Villages at Carver is already in occupancy.  The site is large, 105 acres, 
and attractive.  The rental units are garden style, and the development resembles a market-
rate suburban rental development.  AHA staff predict that a larger number of residents from 
the former Carver development (600 units were occupied when demolition began) will return 
to the Villages at Carver, now that the earlier public housing transformations in Atlanta have 
demonstrated that return is possible and the housing is nice.  
 
Adjacent to the Villages at Carver are a large (more than 500-unit) market rate single-family 
development with a small affordable component and a Tax Credit development with some 

                                                      
23  We heard during the interviews that HUD is now pushing for a large percentage of HOPE VI 

redevelopments to be public housing.   
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project-based vouchers that are close to completion.  Altogether, 2400 new units are planned 
for the neighborhood.  
 
The Carver neighborhood lacks some of the advantages enjoyed by the creators of Centennial 
Place School and the Drew Charter School.  It has a very troubled middle school and high 
school, so that reform has to extend to these levels as well.  The middle school has been 
rebuilt, and there are plans to rebuild the high school, but creating high performing programs 
will be challenging.   
 
Another challenge for the Carver neighborhood is that it is not next to Georgia Tech and does 
not have some of the other neighborhood assets enjoyed by either Centennial Place or East 
Lake.  It is not as close to downtown Atlanta as Centennial Place, and, unlike the Villages at 
East Lake, it is not part of a neighborhood already beginning to undergo some gentrification 
and supported by a Foundation.  However, its proximity to the airport employment center is 
believed to be an advantage.  Another advantage is the fact that a very large physical area is 
changing, so that a critical mass of new construction will stabilize and change the reputation 
of the neighborhood.   
 
Egbert Perry believes that plans for the reconstitution as well as the rebuilding of the Carver 
schools should have started a year sooner.  However, both he and Renee Glover are 
optimistic about school reform under Dr. Hall and about the ability to attract corporate, 
foundation, and perhaps even government funding for school reform in the Carver 
neighborhood. 
 
2.7. Conclusion 

Through its public housing redevelopment efforts in the Centennial Place, East Lake, and 
Carver neighborhoods, the Atlanta Housing Authority has become increasingly involved in 
neighborhood-based school reform.  Renee Glover now meets with Dr. Hall and her staff on 
a monthly basis to coordinate housing and school reform initiatives and to monitor the 
performance of Centennial Place School and Drew Charter School.  Although the AHA has 
become a leading advocate for school reform as part of comprehensive neighborhood 
revitalizations, other entities—Georgia Tech and the Cousins Foundation—initially took the 
lead on the school reform component.  Rather than trying to do it all itself, the AHA has 
become a very effective partner in local coalitions of school reform and neighborhood 
transformation. 
 
As discussed in the introduction, it difficult at this early stage to predict the role that the 
school reforms at Centennial Place, East Lake, and Carver will play in creating sustainable 
mixed-income neighborhoods.  The AHA and its developer partners feel strongly that 
schools can play an important role in the success of their housing-based neighborhood 
revitalization efforts by attracting middle-income families to the neighborhoods and offering 
improved opportunities for existing residents.  Indeed, both Centennial Place School and 
Drew Charter School are assets used to market the neighborhoods to middle-income families, 
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although Drew School, which serves a more disadvantaged student population, is still 
struggling with academic performance.  The Carver neighborhood, which has fewer 
neighborhood assets than either Centennial Place or East Lake, will likely present an even 
bigger challenge and one that will test the feasibility of implementing far-reaching school 
reform (including elementary, middle, and high schools) as part of a neighborhood 
revitalization strategy. 



 

Abt Associates Inc. St. Louis, MO 23 

3. Jefferson School, St. Louis, MO 

This case study discusses housing redevelopment and school reform in a former public 
housing neighborhood in North St. Louis.  The neighborhood is part of a corridor of obsolete 
public housing developments that included Vaughn Homes and the massive Pruitt-Igoe 
complex.  In the late 1990s, Vaughn Homes was redeveloped as a mixed-income 
development called Murphy Park Homes.  The redevelopment included the reconstitution of 
the public elementary school serving the neighborhood, the Jefferson School, which is the 
focus of this case study.  The case study begins by providing an overview of the Jefferson 
School, the new Murphy Park neighborhood, and the context of school reform in St. Louis.  
We then examine in detail the process of integrating school reform and housing 
redevelopment in this neighborhood.  The case study concludes by discussing the changes 
that have occurred at Jefferson School and in the neighborhood, including broader effects on 
school reform efforts in St. Louis. 
 
3.1. Jefferson School 

Jefferson Elementary School is a reconstituted school within the St. Louis Public School 
System (SLPS).  Built in the 1960s to serve the children of the public housing projects in the 
surrounding neighborhood, by the 1990s Jefferson was one of the lowest performing 
elementary schools in the city.  During the summer of 1998, Jefferson School was physically 
renovated.  A new principal assumed leadership at the beginning of the 1998-1999 school 
year, and new instructional approaches began.  The changes to the school were led by the 
housing developer Richard Baron as part of the transformation of the distressed Vaughn 
public housing development into a new, low-density, mixed-income community called 
Murphy Park. 
 
The Jefferson School building was not reconstructed, but there were major physical 
improvements funded in large part by corporate donations.  In addition to new paint, 
landscaping, interior flooring, and classroom furniture, the building received new wiring, 
fiber optic cable for internet access, and two computer labs, one for children and one for an 
adult training program.  Each classroom now also has four or five computers.  The 
renovation added an elevator to the two-story building and air conditioning.  Jefferson is a 
year-round public elementary school, with a summer program attended by almost all 
students.   
 
Enrollment at Jefferson School is approximately 375, in grades ranging from kindergarten 
through fifth grade.  About 80 percent of the children are from the neighborhood.  Almost all 
of the students are African American.  More than 90 percent of the students receive free or 
reduced-price lunch.   
 
The instructional program at the new Jefferson School is centered on the research-based 
reading curriculum Success for All, which is also used at Drew Charter School in Atlanta.  
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The Jefferson School reinforces the emphasis on reading by requiring each child to have a 
book in his or her book bag at all times and by running competitions based on the number of 
books that children read in a week.   
 
Other parts of the instructional program continue to follow the centralized curriculum of St. 
Louis Public Schools.  However, among the additional resources at Jefferson School is a 
computer specialist whose job includes training teachers in the use of technology and helping 
to integrate computers into the instructional program.  The school also participates in an arts 
program called Center for Creative Arts (COCA), which provides after-school programming 
for a large number of the students. 
 
3.2. Neighborhood and School Reform Context 

The Jefferson School Neighborhood and the Development of Murphy Park 

St. Louis never annexed any of the surrounding suburban area at a time when that might still 
have been possible.  The city’s population dropped from 1 million in 1950, to 550,000 in 
1968, to 325,000 in 2000, and it continues to decline.  So while the city limits have not 
changed, the city is challenged with providing services to the same large geographic area 
from a declining tax base and revenues.  Physically, St. Louis is among the U.S. cities most 
starkly segregated by race, with African Americans largely living north of downtown and 
whites tending to live to the south.   
 
In the late 19th and early 20th century, the neighborhood that now contains Jefferson School 
and Murphy Park was home to a Polish and Irish immigrant population, of which the only 
remaining physical evidence is St. Stanislaus Kosta Catholic Church.  Unlike some U.S. 
cities, immigration in St. Louis does not seem to be creating new opportunities for racially 
diverse neighborhoods, because many of the immigrants are Eastern Europeans moving to 
South St. Louis.   
 
By the mid 20th century, the larger neighborhood around what was Vaughn and is now 
Murphy Park had become entirely African American.  During the era of “slum clearance,” a 
corridor of public housing developments was built north of downtown to replace “cold water 
flats” and other deteriorating housing.  The public housing developments included the 
massive Pruitt-Igoe high-rise complex, which became a national symbol of the folly of 
housing large numbers of poor families in high-rise buildings and was demolished in 1972, 
just 15 years after it was built.  The vacant Pruitt-Igoe site stands along Cass Avenue just 
west of Murphy Park.  There have been several plans for using the Pruitt-Igoe site, which still 
belongs to the St. Louis Housing Authority, including an attempt by McCormack Baron to 
collaborate with a suburban housing developer to build market rate single-family 
homeownership units.24  So far, however, the site remains vacant. 
 
                                                      
24  St. Louis Post-Dispatch, June 13, 2000, and June 14, 2000. 
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Adjacent to Murphy Park is O’Fallon Place, a 675-unit low-rise housing development built in 
1979 and owned and managed by McCormack Baron.  O’Fallon Place houses some families 
receiving housing choice voucher rental assistance and some moderate-income families.25  It 
is also bordered by Carr Square Village, a low-rise public housing development built in 1942 
and partially renovated in the 1990s.  Carr Village is not managed by McCormack Baron and 
has a high rate of vacancy and chronic management difficulties.  The 300 units remaining 
from the original development are slated for demolition.26   
 
Also close by is The Brewery, market-rate housing created by rehabilitating the Lafayette 
Brewery and some nearby red brick townhouses.  Other than The Brewery, there is little 
evidence of any housing that pre-dated the construction of public and assisted housing in the 
residential neighborhood in the 1950s.  Structures have been cleared away and not replaced 
on many nearby square blocks.  There is a modest amount of private for sale housing under 
development to the north of the Murphy Park neighborhood.  To the south, one looks across 
vacant or minimally developed land to downtown St. Louis.  Commercial development in the 
neighborhood so far is limited to a very modest strip mall.  The nearest grocery store is some 
distance away.   
 
The census tract that included the Vaughn public housing development had the lowest 
incomes in the city as of 1990, and, despite the disappearance of Vaughn, the census tract 
that includes Jefferson School still had a poverty rate of 50 percent at the time of the 2000 
census.   
 
There appear to be several barriers to the redevelopment of this neighborhood as a 
community that includes middle and high-income households and that is racially as well as 
economically diverse.  These barriers include: 
 
• The remaining 300 units of partially vacant public housing in Carr Square Village; 
• The slow-to-fade stigma linked with the names of demolished former public housing 

developments (both Vaughn and Pruitt-Igoe); 
• The generally weak economic base and housing market within the city of St. Louis, and;  
• The absence of any nearby neighborhood that already has middle and higher income 

residents or is beginning to attract urban pioneers. 
 
Therefore, the vision for the neighborhood that forms the context for the development of 
Murphy Park and the creation of the new Jefferson School is one of a healthy African 
American community that has strong institutions and includes many families with moderate 
and moderate-to-middle incomes.  New and strongly managed housing, and a good school, 

                                                      
25  O’Fallon Place was developed under the “80/20” rules of the Section 8 New Construction program, and 

some of the units do not house families with voucher rental assistance.   
26  St. Louis Post-Dispatch, June 11, 2000. 
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are intended to attract stable, working families and help create a culture that supports the 
upward mobility of those families who still have incomes at the public housing level.  
 
McCormack Baron began developing Murphy Park in 1996.  As of November 2002, 287 
units were completed and occupied.  The development consists of new, low-rise townhouses 
fronting a traditional urban street grid, with gated interiors of the square blocks serving as 
secure parking and recreational space for small clusters of housing units.  Half of the units at 
Murphy Park are public housing, 10 percent have Tax Credit income limits of 60 percent of 
area median, and 40 percent of the units have market-determined rents.27   
 
Market rents range from $560 to $715 a month and are only slightly higher than rents for the 
Tax Credit Units.28  Typical household incomes are reported to be $14,000 per year for the 
public housing tier, $30,000 per year for the Tax Credit tier, and $50,000 per year for the 
market-rate tier.29  Many of the market rate households are families with children, and their 
incomes often are based on the earnings of two workers.30  According to the management 
staff, the market rate renters include police officers, teachers, fire fighters, and clerks in 
government offices.  Close to 100 percent of the resident population is African American, 
and many families in all income tiers have close ties to the neighborhood. 
 
Thus, Murphy Park contrasts with mixed-income communities in some other locations in that 
it is comprised of “rent tier” groups that form a continuum of incomes and other aspects of 
socio-economic status and do not differ by race.  O’Fallon Place also has some income 
diversity, but less than Murphy Park.  The development of homeownership housing in the 
neighborhood as a whole is very limited.   
 
The End of Court-Ordered Desegregation and the Gradual Reform of St. Louis Public Schools 

An important part of the context for the transformation of Jefferson School is the end of the 
court ordered desegregation of St. Louis Public Schools.  Under the desegregation order, only 
20 percent of the children enrolled in the old Jefferson School were from the neighborhood, 
and 80 percent were bused in from other areas of the city, the reverse of the current 

                                                      
27  The percentage of public housing for the 287 units already completed and occupied is slightly higher, 55 

percent.  There are 126 units still under construction.  Murphy Park is not a HOPE VI development.  It was 
funded with the St. Louis Housing Authority’s formula-based modernization funds and through waivers of 
HUD regulations to permit Low Income Housing Tax Credits and other resources to be used in a public 
housing redevelopment.  This predated the creation of similar “mixed finance” mechanisms for HOPE VI. 

28  Based on a leasing schedule effective from September 2001 through 2002. 
29  St. Louis Post-Dispatch, June 11, 2000.  Assuming that rent, including utilities, can be 30 percent of 

income, and that monthly utilities bills average $150, a family with an annual income of $34,600 could 
afford to pay $715 per month. 

30   Management staff report that rent collection is often difficult from the market rate families, because they are 
stretching to afford the rent and not as fearful of eviction for non-payment as public housing families.   



 

Abt Associates Inc. St. Louis, MO 27 

enrollment pattern.  The school nonetheless was close to 100 percent African American, as 
no white families chose to send their children to Jefferson.31    
 
The end of the desegregation-busing program will take many years, as families that currently 
have children in schools outside their neighborhoods have the option to enroll siblings in the 
same school until the last of the siblings graduates.  However, St. Louis is gradually returning 
to neighborhood schools.  This made possible the reconstitution of Jefferson as a 
neighborhood school with a preference for children living in its catchment area.  McCormack 
Baron and other sponsors would not have invested in the school had it not had a 
neighborhood preference, because they saw the school as supporting and enhancing the 
mixed-income community that they were trying to create, and there needed to be a clear link 
between the Murphy Park neighborhood and the school.  Without a neighborhood preference 
for enrollment, there would be less incentive for families to move to the neighborhood to use 
the school.  In addition, planners wanted to be sure that the benefits of the improved school 
would be targeted to children in Murphy Park and the surrounding neighborhood.  
 
The St. Louis School System in theory has site-based school management, although the 
curriculum is centrally controlled and the portion of the budget that can be used at the 
discretion of a school’s principal is very limited.  Under the current school superintendent, all 
principals have authority to recruit their own teachers, subject to review of credentials by the 
central office human resources department.  This authority formerly was given only to the 
principals of magnet schools.   
 
A gradually increasing climate of reform in SLPS, in which strong principals have achieved 
some empowerment, may have helped set the stage for school board approval of the 
reconstitution of Jefferson School and for the school system’s willingness to accept resources 
for an individual school from outside the school system.  The reform climate may in part 
have been spurred by Missouri’s charter school legislation and the creation of several charter 
schools in St. Louis that compete with the public schools.32   
 
The process for reconstituting St. Louis public schools existed on paper, but Jefferson was 
the first (and so far is the only) reconstituted St. Louis public school.  The impetus for 
changing Jefferson School came from developer Richard Baron of McCormack Baron, who 
is both outside the school system and the broader world of education reform.  
 

                                                      
31  Busing in St. Louis was voluntary. 
32  The Missouri law permits charter schools only in St. Louis and Kansas City.  We did not attempt to study 

charter schools in St. Louis.   
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3.3. How the New Jefferson School Was Created 

McCormack Baron’s Interest in a Better School for Murphy Park 

McCormack Baron’s interest in making the creation of a good public elementary school an 
integral part of the redevelopment of the Vaughn public housing had two sources.  First, 
Richard Baron has long believed that neighborhood revitalization must be comprehensive, 
transforming people’s lives as well as rebuilding housing, and that schools have a key role in 
neighborhood transformation.  As he put it, “schools and shelter are the two places you have 
access to families.” 
 
Second, the plans for the redevelopment of Vaughn included a market assessment of who 
would live in Murphy Park.  As part of that assessment, Baron conducted a survey of the 
bordering McCormack Baron housing development, O’Fallon Place.  Although O’Fallon 
Place is in the catchment area of Jefferson Elementary School, very few of the 400 O’Fallon 
children were attending Jefferson.  Instead, they were in 50 different schools in St. Louis and 
St. Louis County—for example, in schools participating in the busing program, in magnet 
schools, and in parochial schools.  Most of the children attending Jefferson School were 
being bused in from elsewhere in the city, although all were African American.   
 
While many neighborhood parents may have been making good school choices for their 
children, Baron concluded that creating a new neighborhood-based school was essential for 
community building centered around Murphy Park.  A high-performing neighborhood school 
would be important both as a platform for improving the lives of the former public housing 
residents who would return to live in Murphy Park and to attract Tax Credit and market-rate 
families to the development.   
 
Convincing the School System and Finding the Resources 

St. Louis is home base for McCormack Baron, which has developed and manages many 
thousands of affordable and mixed-income housing units locally.  Richard Baron himself has 
deep roots in the political and institutional life of the city going back to the late 1960s, roots 
that were very important in gaining approval from the School Board to reform Jefferson 
School.  However, even with Baron’s ability to muster supporters, the process was not easy.  
Some School Board members and community leaders perceived Baron as an outsider and 
mistrusted his motives in advocating for school reform.  The School Board ultimately agreed 
to reform the school and recruit a new principal through a committee including neighborhood 
residents and reform-minded members of the Board. 
  
Although Baron is acknowledged by local observers to have done the “heavy lifting” needed 
for approval of the reconstitution of Jefferson School, he also put together a coalition of 
funders to support the school, both to provide money and to weigh in with the School Board 
and others when needed.  Funding included a grant from the Danforth Foundation and local 
corporate contributions from Edward Jones, Enterprise Leasing, Southwest Bell, Bank of 
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America, and Energizer.  Totaling $3.5 million, these funds were used largely for the 
physical improvements to the school.  The largest contribution was from Southwest Bell--
$750,000 for the Internet wiring and the new computers.  The school system provided 
$400,000 in capital funds for the elevator and other accessibility features.  Baron said that, 
despite the economic problems of the city of St. Louis, he had no trouble finding corporate 
funding for this effort.  The fundraising effort was helped by a state Tax Credit for 
investments in public schools. 
 
3.4. Implementation and Outcomes of the Jefferson School 

Reform 

Problems and Progress at Jefferson School, 1998-2002 

The selection of the new principal for Jefferson School ran into unexpected problems that 
had repercussions for the pace of school improvement.  The selection committee chose a 
person from Kansas City who had just been named Missouri “Principal of the Year.”  
However, after initially agreeing to move to St. Louis, she backed out for family reasons, and 
the search for a principal began again.  The person ultimately hired to lead the transformation 
of Jefferson School, Dr. Ann Meese, was hired in the summer of 1998, too late to carry out 
true reconstitution of the school. 
 
With only a few weeks to staff the school before the opening of school year, Dr. Meese had 
little option but to retain the previous years’ teachers, but asked them to commit to a new 
instructional program and standards.  Interviewing and selecting an entirely new teaching 
staff would not have been possible in the short timeframe available.  Many of the returning 
teachers found it difficult to adapt to the new program and its higher standards for student 
performance.  A St. Louis Post-Dispatch series on Jefferson School describes complaints 
about the “paperwork” required by the Success for All Reading program.33  In addition, 
integrating computers into the curriculum was particularly challenging, because many 
teachers had never before used a computer.  
 
Although 10 teachers were not asked to continue at Jefferson after the first year, Ann Meese 
said that it took her a full four years to accomplish the task of weeding out incompetent 
teachers.  However, others argue that problems with the teaching staff continue to be an 
issue, and that Dr. Meese’s replacement will need to be a strong instructional leader who is 
able to closely monitor teacher performance.  According to several people interviewed, it is 
difficult but not impossible to dismiss teachers from the St. Louis Public School System.  
Ann Meese told the St. Louis Post-Dispatch that it takes 100 school days to make this case.34  
In the St. Louis public school system as a whole in 2001-2002, only one percent of the 
teachers, tenured or untenured, were dismissed.   

                                                      
33  June 12, 2000. 
34  June 14, 2000. 
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Professional development appears to be limited at Jefferson School.  It is built into the 
Success for All reading curriculum, but professional development in math and science is 
provided by SLPS and is optional.   
 
Another challenge faced by Jefferson is that the new school began operating in September 
1998 at all grade levels.  Many students in the higher grades had already fallen behind in 
reading and other skills.  The school has a science lab but so far has not hired a science 
teacher.  Grant funds from foundations and corporations have been used for other things.  
This appears to reflect a decision to concentrate efforts and resources first on the younger 
children for whom there is a better chance of academic achievement than on the fourth and 
fifth graders.  According to the St. Louis Post-Dispatch series, when faced with the loss of a 
teaching slot because enrollment figures were slightly lower than expected in one of the early 
years, Ann Meese placed priority on preserving continuity and small class sizes at the lowest 
grades. 
 
The main emphasis in the reform of Jefferson School through academic year 2002-2003 has 
been on bringing parents into the education process.  The school has a parent liaison staff of 
three, led by a charismatic woman who was at the school before it was reconstituted and two 
others she selected for employment from among parents.  Their approach to reaching parents 
and working with them to solve problems begins with home visits and gaining trust through a 
demonstration of helpfulness and caring before moving on to talking about the child’s 
problems.  They persistently contact parents for report card conferences, PTO meetings, and, 
when the parents’ circumstances make it possible, volunteering at the school. 
 
As a white woman with little prior experience in low-income African American 
communities,35 Ann Meese has relied heavily on her parent liaison staff—for example, to 
facilitate meetings that could be confrontational, such as with parents whose child is at risk of 
expulsion.  In her view, the mission of the school includes finding ways to teach parents the 
importance of their children’s education without denigrating them.  The parent liaison staff is 
vital for this.  Parent attendance at sessions to discuss report cards with teachers is now 90 
percent at Jefferson, compared with the 10 percent that is typical of schools in low-income 
neighborhoods. 
 
Another “non-academic” indication of school performance is the “mobility rate,” meaning 
the number of children who are not at the school for a complete school year.  In the St. Louis 
public schools as a whole, this rate is believed to be approximately 50 percent.  The mobility 
rate for the Jefferson School is 29 percent, considerably lower.36   
                                                      
35  Ann Meese chose to live at Murphy Park to demonstrate her commitment to the community.  She visits her 

husband in Columbia MO on the weekends. 
36  Between 20 and 25 children from a neighborhood homeless shelter attend the school at any one time, and 

others may replace them several times during the school year.  The principal suggested that the school’s 
mobility rate is much lower if these children from the shelter are not included in the statistic.  
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As for academic performance, test scores at Jefferson School have improved but are still 
considered too low.  According to Ann Meese, the number of children reading at grade level 
or above has increased and now is greater than 40 percent, compared with around 25 percent 
in the first two years of the new program.  However, meeting the standards of the state test 
that requires critical thinking as well as reading ability will be a challenge.  Dr. Meese 
believes that, with stability and a consistent implementation of the programs already started, 
her successor will be able to turn Jefferson School into a high-performing public school.   
 
Ann Meese will retire at the end of school year 2002-2003, and a search is under way for her 
replacement.  Finding a successor with a strong vision for the school and an emphasis on 
instructional leadership will be critically important for completing the process of 
reconstituting the school, raising academic achievement, and making Jefferson into a first-
rate school within the St. Louis Public School System.   
 
A non-profit called COVAM37, which was created during the planning phase for Murphy 
Park, provides ongoing organizational support to neighborhood institutions, including 
Jefferson School.  COVAM is staffed by Urban Initiatives, a company created by 
McCormack Baron to facilitate the community involvement in the planning and 
implementation of Murphy Park.  While neighborhood residents and church leaders sit on the 
COVAM Board of Directors, it also includes the equity investors in Murphy Park, the 
managers of the housing developments that make up the neighborhood, and the principal of 
Jefferson School.38  This community-based leadership of COVAM serves a number of 
purposes in relation to Jefferson School, including ongoing fundraising and having a group of 
stakeholders interposed between the school and the school system who are in a position to 
protect the reforms at Jefferson should that become necessary.  In addition to these functions, 
the COVAM board also monitors the progress of Jefferson School and serves as a 
community watchdog.   
 
Attracting and Retaining Renters at Murphy Park 

When Jefferson School reopened in September 1998, with highly visible physical 
improvements and a new principal, the first 160 units at Murphy Park had already been 
rented.  Ninety-three of the units were public housing, and 65 of those units were occupied 
by returning Vaughn families.39  The changes at Jefferson School were not used in marketing 
the units for Phase I of Murphy Park.   

                                                      
37  COVAM is an acronym for the three housing developments that constitute the neighborhood, Carr Square 

Village, O’Fallon Place, and Murphy Park. 
38  The COVAM Board is staffed by Urban Initiatives, a small companion company created by McCormack 

Baron.  Urban Initiatives writes grants and provides ongoing organizational support for community-based 
activities. 

39  Vaughn was substantially depopulated by the start of redevelopment.  Only 150 families lived there and 
had a right to return, subject to the occupancy requirements for Murphy Park. 
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Phase II of Murphy Park was leased in 2000, after the new Jefferson School had been in 
operation for more than a year.  We received conflicting information on the extent to which 
the marketing effort for Phase II mentioned Jefferson School.  According to staff at the 
leasing office, the main attractions of coming to live at Murphy Park were the newness, size, 
and attractiveness of the housing units; their affordability (at all income tiers); and, for many 
families, the fact that they could return to the neighborhood in which they grew up.   
 
We interviewed a Murphy Park resident, a 49-year-old grandparent of a current Jefferson 
student and a former resident of both Carr Square and O’Fallon Place.  She told us that, when 
living at O’Fallon Place, she had taken her daughter (the current Jefferson student’s mother) 
out of Jefferson and sent her to a County school in the hope that she would receive a better 
education there.  The grandmother and mother then lived in the northern part of St. Louis 
County for a time before returning to their old neighborhood because of the appeal of the 
new housing at Murphy Place and because other members of their extended family still lived 
close by.  Her grandson goes to Jefferson School, in part because her daughter found she 
could no longer afford the school fees at a parochial school.  One of the things the 
interviewee likes about Jefferson School is that she sees old friends there with their children 
and grandchildren.  However, she has heard that opinions about the quality of the school are 
mixed, and she moved to Murphy Park because of the housing, not the school. 
 
We were unable to determine how many of the children attending Jefferson come from the 
families occupying the relatively higher income “market rate” tier of Murphy Park.  
Although market rate families at Murphy Park are not sufficiently wealthy to afford private 
schools, other options available to them include magnet schools within the St. Louis Public 
School System,40 parochial schools, and (for some families) schools in St. Louis County 
during the final stages of the court ordered desegregation effort.   
 
Turnover at Murphy Park is about 8 percent for all three income tiers (public housing, Tax 
Credit, and market rate).  This may reflect the large number of families with children in the 
market rate tier, their pre-existing ties to the neighborhood, and the attractive rent levels 
compared with other new rental housing in the St. Louis area.   
 
While it may not have attracted families to the housing development, the reconstituted school 
may be holding some residents in Murphy Park.  Even before test scores improve, parents 
may like the school because it is violence-free, has a promising curriculum, and has an after 
school program.  Conversely, the attractiveness of Murphy Park may be retaining families in 
the neighborhood and thus reducing turnover at the school, including the middle-of-year 
school changes that are a major problem for urban public schools. 
 

                                                      
40  Enrollment in magnet schools is based on a lottery, with racial goals of 65 percent African American 

children and 35 percent white children.  
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Phase III of Murphy Park has another 126 units, and relatively fewer of these units will be 
reserved for public housing families.  Leasing for Phase III begins in January 2003, and there 
will be an explicit preference for households with a member employed at least 32 hours a 
week.  Thus, the income level aimed at in Phase III appears to be a bit higher for all income 
tiers than for Phases I and II.  Now that the new identify of Jefferson School has been firmly 
established, the Murphy Park site managers believe it could help market the units in Phase 
III. 
 
Housing Management and Jefferson School  

All those wishing to rent at Murphy Park are subject to stringent property management 
standards, including credit and criminal background checks.  There is a bi-annual 
housekeeping inspection that residents take very seriously.  The community also has a strictly 
enforced curfew that prohibits loud music and loitering anywhere outside after 10 p.m. on 
weeknights and Sundays and 11 p.m. on Saturdays.  Congregating in front of the townhouses 
is discouraged at all times.  There is a work requirement as part of the lease, but failure to 
meet this requirement alone would not be grounds for eviction.  The site manager stressed 
that all residents are treated the same, regardless of income tier, and that public housing 
residents do not present any more management challenges than Tax Credit or market rate 
families.  Rather, there are families with fragile incomes at all three rent levels.41 
 
Through its support of COVAM, McCormack Baron provides a resident liaison specialist 
located in the Murphy Park leasing office, where she advocates for residents and helps 
connect them with resources needed for family problems.  The resident liaison specialist 
forms part of the bridge between the housing development and the school.  She spends a 
substantial amount of time at Jefferson School, serving as the “eyes and ears” of the 
community there and supporting activities that link the community to the school, including 
the after school program and the adult computer training program.    
 
The role of the school staff in addressing broader family issues, including those that may be 
related to housing, is complex.  The head parent liaison at Jefferson School indicated that she 
does not want to betray the trust placed in her by families by telling the housing management 
office about their problems.  When a family tells her of a threatened eviction, she studies the 
situation carefully, sometimes agreeing that the eviction is warranted and sometimes 
advocating for the family to remain.   
 

                                                      
41  As noted earlier, market rate rents are quite low and often are paid from the incomes of two relatively low-

wage workers.  The Tax Credit tier includes families using Housing Choice Vouchers to help pay the rent 
and, therefore, has many families with incomes no higher than incomes of families in the public housing 
tier.   
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The Vashon Compact:  Broader School Transformation in the Jefferson School/Murphy Park 
Neighborhood 

The effort to create a new Jefferson School began in the mid 1990s as a single school effort 
linked to McCormack Baron’s interest in Murphy Park and its other housing development in 
the Jefferson School catchment area, O’Fallon Place.  Shortly thereafter, two events made the 
changes at Jefferson School part of an effort to transform all of the schools within a larger 
neighborhood in North St. Louis, defined as Vashon High School and its “feeder” middle and 
elementary schools (or those that will feed Vashon when they are once again neighborhood 
schools). 
 
The first was a decision by the leaders of the Danforth Foundation to target their investment 
to neighborhood redevelopment in St. Louis rather than on a national scale.  After examining 
other neighborhood redevelopment efforts around the country, the Foundation’s leaders 
created and funded a community development corporation in North St. Louis called the 
JeffVanderLou Initiative.  (JeffVanderLou refers to the streets that form the neighborhood’s 
borders).  The Foundation convened a 10-month, community-based process to develop a plan 
for the JeffVanderLou neighborhood, ultimately creating four working groups, one of which 
focused on education.   
 
The second event was the passage, in 1998, of a $50 million bond issue that, among other 
things, would be used to build a new Vashon High School building to replace an unsightly, 
obsolete, and deteriorating building.  That event led to a decision to give the education 
component of the JeffVanderLou Initiative a separate identity as the Vashon Compact.42   
 
The transformation of Jefferson School became a template for what should happen to the 
other elementary schools in the Vashon High School catchment area.  Jefferson helped 
demonstrate to potential funders what could be done within the public school system.  It also 
helped show an alternative model to parents in the JeffVanderLou neighborhood who may 
not have realized the extent of the poor performance of the neighborhood’s elementary 
schools.  Even without demonstrated academic performance, the physical improvements and 
addition of computers to Jefferson were important for getting neighborhood support for the 
Vashon Compact. 
 
The Vashon Compact is important to the future of Jefferson School for several reasons.  
First, if it succeeds in improving a very troubled middle school, Blewett, it will provide 
Jefferson fifth graders a viable option besides a magnet school or (if the family is eligible) a 
County school.  Second, part of the Vashon Compact effort is to create real site-based 
budgeting within the St. Louis School system, which—if successful—will further support the 
autonomy of Jefferson School.  Finally, the Vashon Compact has already begun to support 

                                                      
42  The borders of the Vashon Compact are similar to those of the JeffVanderLou neighborhood.  Jefferson and 

Jackson elementary schools are feeder schools for Vashon High School, and the new high school will be 
closer to them.  They are both east of the eastern border of JeffVanderLou, Jefferson Avenue. 
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joint curriculum development and joint professional development for teachers and principals 
for all of the six elementary schools that are part of the Vashon Compact.  The Jefferson 
computer specialist already works at nearby Jackson School as well, and there are plans for a 
pool of substitute teachers all trained in the same curriculum.  The Vashon Compact is 
seeking foundation funding for an arts program that would be shared by all Vashon Compact 
Schools.   
 
As of 2002, the Vashon Compact already has $9.5 to $10 million in corporate and foundation 
funding, starting with $1 million from the Danforth Foundation.  The funding organizations 
sit on the Vashon Compact’s Board of Directors and will be available to support further 
change within the school system needed to implement the Compact’s objectives.  The 
Compact staff’s functions is to assess school performance in a more thorough way and with 
more feedback than would be done by SLPS or by the state of Missouri.  Funding will 
support a national search for principals and teachers, among other needs.  American Airlines 
has agreed to fly teachers to St. Louis free of charge to interview at Vashon Compact 
Schools. 
 
The Vashon Compact covers 10 percent of the enrollment of the St. Louis Public Schools, 
almost 4000 students at 10 schools.  Ninety percent of the students in these schools qualify 
for free or reduced-price lunch.  It is ambitious, not only in size, but also because it has taken 
on a high school and very troubled middle schools.  Key figures in St. Louis, including 
Richard Baron and a St. Louis alderman, would like St. Louis to return to K-8 elementary 
schools and eliminate middle schools.  The school system has resisted, not because of 
disagreement with the theory, but because of the cost of such a change.   
 
There is debate over whether the Vashon Compact can improve participating schools without 
formal reconstitution of each school.  Current plans are to infuse the schools with added 
resources, effective principals, and competent teachers, while falling short of completely 
reconstituting the faculty.  Although some believe that formal reconstitution will be essential, 
others believe that change is possible without that authority, pointing to a small number of St. 
Louis public schools that have improved dramatically only on the basis of a new principal.  
The challenge, as they see it, will be to keep the principals recruited for the Vashon Compact 
and the teachers who have benefited from superior professional development from being 
hired away by the County school system. 
 
3.5. Conclusion 

The vision for the Murphy Park neighborhood is a healthy African American community 
with strong institutions and with some moderate- to middle-income families.  New housing, 
strong management, and a reformed school are intended to attract stable, working families 
and help create a culture that supports the upward mobility of those families who still have 
incomes at the public housing level.  The implementation of the vision is still at an early 
stage.  Parent participation at Jefferson School is high and academic performance has 
improved, but test scores are still below those of the top performing St. Louis public schools.  
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McCormack Baron, through a non-profit called COVAM, plays a strong role in monitoring 
the performance of the school and has instituted management practices designed to reinforce 
the high community standards that the school promotes.  However, there is little evidence so 
far that the school has attracted new families to the development, although it may be 
succeeding in retaining some residents in Murphy Park.  The expectation is that greater 
family and neighborhood stability, as well as continued improvement of the instructional 
program, will help the school’s academic performance and foster a positive cycle of school 
and neighborhood improvement.   
 
The transformation of Jefferson School has also become a template for a broader program of 
school reform in North St. Louis through the Vashon Compact.  This program will be 
increasingly important as the remaining public housing in the area is redeveloped and 
students from Jefferson move into the local middle and high schools.  
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4. Penn Alexander School, Philadelphia, PA 

This case study discusses the creation of a new public elementary school in the University 
City neighborhood of West Philadelphia.  University City is the mixed-income, mixed-race 
neighborhood in which the University of Pennsylvania is located.  When conditions in the 
neighborhood threatened the University’s ability to attract faculty and students, the 
University initiated a comprehensive neighborhood effort that included the creation of a new 
elementary school, the Penn Alexander School.  This case study discusses the development 
of the Penn Alexander School and the role that it has played in effecting change in the 
neighborhood.  We begin by providing an overview of the Penn Alexander School, the 
University City neighborhood, and the broader context of school reform in Philadelphia.  We 
then examine in detail the process of creating a new school as part of a University-led 
neighborhood revitalization effort.  The case study concludes by discussing changes that 
have occurred in University City in recent years and the challenges that remain for the 
neighborhood and the Penn Alexander School. 
 
4.1. Penn-Alexander School 

The Sadie Tanner Mossell Alexander University of Pennsylvania Partnership School, known 
as the Penn Alexander School, is a new public elementary school in the University City 
neighborhood of West Philadelphia.  The school is officially a partnership between the 
University, the School District of Philadelphia, and the Philadelphia Federation of Teachers 
within the regular public school system.  The school’s principal and teachers are employed 
by the Philadelphia school district but the principal enjoys a high degree of control over 
personnel decisions and the school curriculum.  Decision-making is shared between the 
school principal and a core group of staff and faculty from the University of Pennsylvania.43 
 
The Penn Alexander School is in an innovative, state-of-the-art building with a variety of 
spaces for study, teaching, and community use.  The classrooms are built in clusters that open 
onto shared study spaces with conference rooms that can be used for parent-teacher meetings, 
individual tutoring, or as general meeting space.  The ground floor of the school contains an 
auditorium and library that are accessible to the community as well as students.  Although the 
school is in an urban location, the campus has a playing field and outdoor science lab, in 
addition to traditional paved recreation areas.   
 
The Penn Alexander School follows an innovative and technology-rich curriculum that draws 
heavily on the research expertise of the University’s Graduate School of Education (GSE).  
The school uses research-based curricula for reading, language arts, math, social sciences, 
and science that are vetted by GSE faculty and may be changed without consulting the 

                                                      
43  This group includes staff from the Office of the President and faculty from the Graduate School of 

Education.  
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School District.44  The school has a liberal arts focus, with more music and art incorporated 
into the academic program than other Philadelphia public schools.  The school also has 
computers in every classroom and a state-of-the-art computer lab that was designed in 
conjunction with a GSE faculty member and is staffed by a full-time technology specialist. 
 
The school has 150 students in the 2002-2003 academic year.  It will ultimately offer 
kindergarten through eighth grade and have between 650 and 700 students. 
 
One of the key features of the Penn Alexander School is smaller class sizes than is typical for 
elementary schools in Philadelphia.  The school’s goal is to maintain a student to teacher 
ratio of 17 to 1 in kindergarten and 23 to 1 in grades one through eight.  At other public 
elementary schools in the city, the standard student to teacher ratio is 33 to 1.  The University 
supports the smaller class sizes by supplementing the funding that the school receives from 
the School District with an annual per pupil operating subsidy of $1,000.  The university has 
committed to providing this subsidy for 10 years, up to a total of $700,000 a year.  The 
subsidy can be used to support a range of school activities, but has thus far been used almost 
exclusively to fund extra teachers. 
 
4.2. Neighborhood and School Reform Context 

The University of Pennsylvania and the University City Neighborhood 

The Penn Alexander School is located in the University City, a diverse neighborhood in West 
Philadelphia that is close to downtown.  The University of Pennsylvania is a major presence 
in the neighborhood, although it has only recently become actively involved in neighborhood 
revitalization efforts.  The areas of the neighborhood nearest to the campus are dominated by 
undergraduate students, most of whom live in private apartments because of a severe 
shortage of university housing.  Otherwise, the neighborhood is economically and racially 
mixed.  Some areas are solidly middle-class, with longtime homeowners, while other areas 
have high poverty rates and a more transient population.  In the past, large numbers of Penn 
graduate students lived in the neighborhood, but during the late 1980s and early 1990s they 
began to choose other parts of downtown Philadelphia instead.  Faculty and staff who lived 
in the neighborhood moved away.  In 2000, the census tract in which the Penn Alexander 
School is located had a poverty rate of 37 percent.  The tract was 46 percent white, 30 
percent African American, and 18 percent Asian. 
 
Overall, the homeownership rate in University City is extremely low—13 percent in 2000, 
compared to 59 percent for the city of Philadelphia as a whole.  The high proportion of 
renters is driven in part by the student population, but also by the large numbers of recent 
African and Southeast Asian immigrants in the neighborhood.  Many renters in this 
neighborhood live in large single-family houses that have been converted into apartments, 

                                                      
44  For example, the school uses the Rigby program for literacy, “Investigations” for math, “History Alive” for 

social sciences, and a range of National Science Foundation-approved curricula for science.   



 

Abt Associates Inc. Philadelphia, PA 39 

and fewer live in multifamily buildings than the high number of renters would suggest.  
Overall, the housing stock is quite attractive, dominated by well-built, early 20th century row 
houses.  In 2000, the median value of owner-occupied units in the census tract in which the 
Penn Alexander School is located was $105,600.45   
 
School Reform in Philadelphia 

Philadelphia’s public school system is currently in the midst of a major reform effort that 
involves experimenting with alternative school governance and management systems.  In 
December 2001, the State took over the Philadelphia School District and replaced the Board 
of Education with a six-member School Reform Commission (SRC).  In July 2002, the SRC 
turned over management of 45 of the district’s lowest performing schools to seven private 
companies.  In addition, the SRC appointed a new CEO for the school district with a major 
reform agenda, including a $1.5 billion school building program. 
 
In the late 1990s, when the University was discussing creating a new public school in 
University City, none of these changes had taken place.  With the exception of a few magnet 
middle and high schools, public schools in the city were performing poorly. The School 
District introduced charter schools in 1997 and there are currently 91 charter schools in 
Philadelphia.  There is no neighborhood preference for Pennsylvania charter schools; rather, 
students are selected by lottery in the case of over-enrollment.  Most regular public schools in 
Philadelphia are neighborhood-based, but school desegregation laws in effect for the city 
allow families to petition to send their children to schools in different neighborhoods and 
channel extra resources to schools in racially isolated neighborhoods. 
 
At the time that the Penn Alexander School was being created, the Superintendent of Schools 
had a modest reforming agenda and an interest in partnering with the University of 
Pennsylvania on educational initiatives.  The Philadelphia Federation of Teachers was more 
conservative, but was willing to experiment with site-based management so as not to be left 
behind in the school reform movement.  
 
4.3. The Creation of the Penn Alexander School 

Developing a Comprehensive Revitalization Plan 

In 1994, when Dr. Judith Rodin became President of the University of Pennsylvania, she 
inherited a University City neighborhood that was in crisis, characterized by high crime and 
homeowner flight.  In the first years of Dr. Rodin’s presidency, parents and community 
members became increasingly insistent that something be done about the neighborhood, 
particularly after a series of violent, and in some cases deadly, attacks on students.  The 
situation reached a crisis in 1996, when Dr. Rodin and the Mayor of Philadelphia were booed 
off stage by angry parents at a meeting to discuss crime in the neighborhood.  During this 

                                                      
45  U.S. Census Bureau, 2000 data. 
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period, some University trustees reportedly threatened to transfer their children elsewhere, 
and the administration realized that the reputation of the neighborhood was affecting the 
University’s ability to attract top quality faculty, staff, and students.   
 
At this point, the neighborhood became a liability for the University that could no longer be 
ignored.  The University administration decided that it needed to take immediate steps to 
forestall further neighborhood decline and to improve the quality of life for the University 
community.  According to local informants, the University had little choice but to take 
charge of the revitalization effort because it was the anchor institution in the community and 
could not leave as other businesses and institutions had done. 
 
The first step that the University administration took was to work with local stakeholders to 
identify community needs.  The administration hired The Community Builders Inc., a 
nonprofit consulting firm specializing in community development, to lead the process to 
create a comprehensive revitalization plan for the neighborhood.  This plan ultimately 
became the University’s West Philadelphia Initiatives, which identified five areas of 
investment by the University that could have a significant impact on the neighborhood in a 
relatively short period of time.  The five areas of investment were: 
 
• Clean and safe streets (a community policing and greening program);  
• Housing and homeownership (homeownership incentives, housing rehabilitation, and 

rental management); 
• Improving public education (the Penn Alexander School);  
• Economic development (channeling University procurement to West Philadelphia 

businesses); and 
• Commercial development (developing retail sites in certain parts of the neighborhood).   
 
University staff worked closely with The Community Builders for about a year to develop 
the plan.  Once the plan was in place, University staff took charge of its implementation.  
Staff interviewed for this case study said that hiring The Community Builders was expensive, 
but very worthwhile.  They believe that having specialists lead the planning process saved 
time and helped to avoid potentially costly mistakes.  In addition, the consultants supplied 
key expertise in areas where the University would not have wanted to create new staff 
positions.  The Community Builders recommended that the University lead the neighborhood 
revitalization itself, as there was no neighborhood-based organization with the capacity to 
undertake the effort.  Philadelphia does not have a history of strong neighborhood-based 
community development corporations. 
 
School Reform as Part of Comprehensive Neighborhood Revitalization 

The West Philadelphia Initiatives plan was designed to have an impact within a relatively 
short time frame, which was a priority given that the neighborhood was perceived to be at a 
crisis point in need of immediate intervention.  The plan was intended to stabilize the 
neighborhood within five years and make it a safer and more appealing place for the 
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University faculty, staff, and students to live and work.  The plan did not call for a 
fundamental redevelopment of the neighborhood, but rather for strategic investments that 
built on the neighborhood’s existing assets—an attractive housing stock, a good location, and 
racial and cultural diversity.  Attracting prospective homebuyers to the neighborhood was 
identified as a primary means of neighborhood stabilization, and two elements of the plan—
housing and homeownership and improving public education—related directly to that 
mission.  
 
As part of the West Philadelphia Initiatives, the University created three incentive programs 
designed to increase homeownership in University City.  First, the University offers its 
employees low-interest mortgages that can exceed the purchase price of the property to cover 
closing costs or home improvements.  Second, University employees who buy houses in 
University City receive a lump sum of $15,000 at the time of purchase or $21,000 over seven 
years, with no restrictions on how the money can be used.  Finally, University employees 
who have purchased or are already living in the neighborhood can obtain up to $7,500 in 
matching funds toward exterior home improvements.  The potential for these programs was 
large:  the University is the largest employer in Philadelphia. 
 
In addition to these incentive programs, the University has purchased and rehabilitated 20 
distressed properties in the neighborhood for resale to private homeowners.  Finally, the 
University raised more than $50 million in capital to create a Neighborhood Housing 
Preservation and Development Fund in partnership with Fannie Mae.  The University itself 
contributed $5 million to the fund, which will be used to purchase, rehabilitate, and manage 
affordable rental housing in the neighborhood.  However, this program is still at an early 
stage of development and is a challenge for the University, which has not before developed 
or managed affordable housing. 
 
The creation of the Penn Alexander School was linked directly to the goal of increasing 
homeownership in the University City neighborhood.  The vision for the school was that it 
would attract new families to the neighborhood and persuade young families already living in 
the neighborhood to stay there by offering a private school-quality education in a 
neighborhood public school.  The existing public schools in the neighborhood were among 
the lowest performing in the city, and University administrators believed that families with 
choices were opting to send their children to private school or move out of the neighborhood.  
Certainly, they knew that University staff and faculty—their key constituents—were by and 
large not sending their children to the local public schools.  
 
University administrators believed that in order for the Penn Alexander School to increase 
homeownership in University City, it needed to be a neighborhood-based school and to be 
competitive academically with the best public and private schools.  Creating a charter school 
was not seen as a viable option for two reasons.  First, without a neighborhood preference for 
enrollment in the school, the school’s ability to attract homeowners to the neighborhood 
would be greatly diminished.  Second, the Philadelphia School District would not have 
subsidized the construction of a new school building for a charter school.  The planners 
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believed that having a new building—particularly a modern, well-designed building that 
could support a wide range of technology—was important for generating interest in the 
school, particularly among middle-class parents with choices. 
 
However, the planners also believed having some independence from the school district in 
terms of staffing and curriculum decisions would be critical to creating a top-quality school.  
The quality of the school’s academic program—or the perception of its quality—was very 
important to planners, because they felt that a key measure of its success would be the extent 
to which university faculty were willing to send their children there.  Furthermore, the 
planners believed that this quality could only be achieved if decisions about the school 
curriculum, the hiring and firing of teachers, and the organization of the school day were 
made locally—by the principal, teachers, and GSE faculty—rather than by the School 
District, as is the case for regular public schools.  For this reason, the University negotiated 
for some of the flexibilities that are granted to charter schools, while keeping Penn Alexander 
within the regular public school system. 
 
Creating a top-quality school from the ground up was an entirely new approach for the 
University.  The University had previously offered technical assistance and teaching support 
to public schools in the city, but had never attempted to create a new school or to alter 
fundamentally a school’s culture or management structure.  According to staff involved in 
the planning of the Penn Alexander School, the University had never before had the 
expectation that its faculty should send their children to the schools it was assisting, whereas 
that expectation is central to the vision for Penn Alexander. 
 
Gaining the Support of the School District, Teachers Union, and Community 

Once the basic vision for the school and neighborhood was identified, University staff spent 
a year gaining support for the project from the Philadelphia School District, the Philadelphia 
Federation of Teachers, and the West Philadelphia community.   
 
Obtaining approval from the school district to create and build a new public school was a 
major endeavor.  There was a great deal of opposition initially to building a new school in 
University City because it was not among the poorest neighborhoods in Philadelphia.  
Moreover, the existing schools serving the area—such as Lea Elementary School—needed an 
infusion of funds.  However, the Superintendent was interested in school reform and in 
partnering with the University to improve high school education options in the city.  After a 
year of negotiations, in which the Mayor was also involved, the Philadelphia School District 
agreed to build and fund the new school, in exchange for a commitment by the University to 
invest in the local high schools. 
 
Negotiating with the Philadelphia Federation of Teachers was equally contentious, 
particularly because the negotiations took place in the context of an ongoing power struggle 
between the union and the school district.  What the University wanted from the teachers 
union was local control over the hiring and firing of teachers and over the use of teachers’ 
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time.  In the end, the University was able to obtain these concessions from the union because 
the union recognized that it was in its interest to get more involved in school reform and saw 
site-based management as a way to be innovative.  Ultimately, the parties agreed to create the 
school as a partnership between the University, the School District of Philadelphia, and the 
Philadelphia Federation of Teachers within the regular public school system.  These 
negotiations lasted a year.  Patrick Clancy of The Community Builders, who was experienced 
in building consensus around neighborhood revitalization efforts, played a key role helping 
University staff to gain the support of the school district and the teachers union.   
 
While negotiating with the school district and teachers union, University staff were also 
engaged in a process to gain community support for the school.  Getting the existing West 
Philadelphia residents to buy in to the University’s vision for the school and neighborhood 
was essential because the revitalization plan was designed to build off existing strengths in 
the neighborhood.  Moreover, the strength of the local civic associations was such that their 
opposition could threaten the success of the project.   
 
Because Penn Alexander is an entirely new public school, the Philadelphia School District 
had to create a catchment area for the school and modify the catchment areas of the 
elementary schools that had previously served the neighborhood.  The catchment area for 
Penn Alexander contains about 6,000 households and spans about five city blocks from east 
to west and about ten blocks from north to south.  The catchment area at Penn Alexander was 
designed to reduce overcrowding at Lea Elementary School, which is slightly further west 
but still in University City, and to create a mixed-income and mixed-race student body.   
 
Initially, five of the six civic associations in the neighborhood opposed the school.  This 
opposition intensified as the catchment area for the school was being drawn and some 
community residents feared that their property values would suffer if they were not part of 
the catchment area.  There was also concern because the zone was being deliberately drawn 
to create a mixed-income, mixed-race school, and, as such, crossed some of the racial and 
economic boundaries that had evolved within the neighborhood.  The final catchment area 
for the Penn Alexander School, which was designed to meet several different objectives, 
takes in stable middle-class areas as well as some of the most blighted blocks in the city.  
 
The University ultimately garnered a broad support base for the school by engaging a group 
of some 70 local stakeholders in bi-weekly meetings.  The group was divided into 
committees to work on various aspects of the school.  For example, the curriculum 
committee, which established instructional goals for the school and defined the school’s 
relationship to the community, was led by faculty from the Graduate School of Education but 
also included community residents, representatives from the teachers union, and prospective 
parents.  Teachers and parents were also on the hiring committee for the school’s principal 
and teachers.  
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Garnering Resources for the School’s Construction and Operation 

The school was developed on a site that the University purchased in the 1960s.  The site 
previously housed a day care center, a private school, and a dog park.  In the late 1990s, 
when the Penn Alexander School was being conceived, the day care and dog park were still 
active, but the private school had closed.  The majority of the construction costs for the Penn 
Alexander School were covered by the School District’s budget for new school construction.  
The school building cost $21 million, of which $19 million came from the school district.   
 
Staff with the University’s Office of the President raised the balance of the funds needed to 
build the school from banks, corporations, individual donors, State grant funds, and 
foundations that had a relationship to the University.  The main challenge in raising these 
supplemental funds was overcoming the perception that creating a new public school was 1) 
not central to the University’s mission and 2) unlikely to succeed.  According to the 
University staff person who conducted most of the fundraising, “supporting public 
education” alone was not an attractive pitch to potential donors.  More compelling was the 
opportunity to invest in neighborhood revitalization and to test a new educational model.  For 
the latter, a key selling point was the ongoing financial and technical support that the 
University would be giving the school, which increased investors’ confidence that the 
experiment was a worthwhile endeavor. 
 
In addition to the standard allocation of operating funds that all public schools in 
Philadelphia receive, the Penn Alexander School receives additional financial and in-kind 
support from the University.  First, as described above, the University committed to pay the 
school an operating subsidy of $1,000 per year per pupil, up to $700,000 a year.  This 
represents a 17 percent increase over the per pupil allowance paid by the Philadelphia School 
District, which in the 2001-2002 academic year was $5,860 for regular education students.  
The supplemental funds are primarily used to maintain small class sizes.  The school district 
will only pay for a certain number of teachers, based on minimum class sizes that are higher 
than what the University thinks is acceptable for the Penn Alexander School.  As a result, the 
operating subsidy currently is used to hire and retain teachers who would not be supported by 
the regular public school budget. 
 
One of the challenges in securing this ongoing financial commitment to the school was 
convincing the University community that investing in the neighborhood, rather than in 
faculty salaries, was a valid use of University resources.  This is why it has been particularly 
important for the University to make the connection between the health of the neighborhood 
and the University’s ability to attract the best students, faculty, and staff, which is central to 
its mission. 
 
The other kind of ongoing support that the University gives to the Penn Alexander School is 
technical assistance by senior staff and faculty from the University’s Office of the President 
and from the Graduate School of Education.  This technical assistance includes weekly 
meetings with the school principal and a shared role in major decision-making.  The 
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commitment of University staff time to the school is funded partly through the University’s 
administrative funds and partly from grants obtained by Graduate School of Education 
faculty. 
 
Other than the University and the grants that it brings in, the school has no major sources of 
outside funding.  For example, all of the school’s computers were purchased through the 
regular school budget.  University staff involved in the school believe that it is important for 
a principal to be able to make key investment decisions, particularly with respect to 
technology, to ensure that the investments fit the school’s mission, culture, and capacity.  
 
Staffing the School 

During the planning process, the curriculum committee identified several core values that 
would guide the schools design and implementation.  In particular, the committee wanted the 
school to have an innovative and research-based school curriculum that emphasized 
community involvement, a focus on technology and the liberal arts, and strong instructional 
leadership.  These values were reflected in the selection of the school’s founding principal, 
Sheila Sydnor.  Sydnor is an instructional leader with 25 years of experience in the 
Philadelphia public school system.  She is also an African American woman, a native of 
West Philadelphia, and a graduate of the University of Pennsylvania.   
 
Sheila Sydnor was hired after the curriculum for the school had been developed.  In 
retrospect, the planners see this as something of a mistake given that the curriculum 
development process could have benefited from the principal’s vast experience in the public 
school system.  However, Sydnor was able to have immediate input into the specific 
instructional materials being developed and the selection of teachers.  
 
The principal’s approach to teacher recruitment has been to hire a diverse group of teachers 
who share the same fundamental approach to teaching in urban schools, which is a child-
centered approach that emphasizes mutual respect and recognizes the relationship between 
school, family, and community in shaping students’ academic achievement.  The principal 
recruited both experienced and inexperienced teachers because she wanted a mix of followers 
and leaders, and the opportunity to grow teaching talent within the school.  To the extent 
possible, the principal has also tried to recruit male teachers and African American teachers, 
who are underrepresented in the Philadelphia school system.  Finally, the principal has 
targeted teachers who are skilled in using technology, in addition to a full-time technology 
specialist.   
 
4.4. Implementation and Outcomes 

The Penn Alexander School opened in September 2001.  The school has grown gradually, 
with new grades added each year.  In its first year of operation the school had an enrollment 
of 75 students, limiting instruction to kindergarten and first grade.  In the 2002-2003 
academic year, the school added second, fifth, and sixth grade and doubled the number of 
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students.  In 2003-2004, the school will add third and seventh grade, and in 2004-2005 it will 
add fourth and eighth grade.   
 
In the school’s first year of operation, approximately 55 percent of the 75 students were 
African American, 22 percent were white, 18 percent were Asian, and 5 percent were 
Hispanic.  In 2002-2003, with the addition of three new grades, the proportion of African 
American and Hispanic students has grown slightly and the proportion of Asian students has 
dropped.  The current racial profile of the student body is consistent with the design of the 
catchment area, which projected that approximately 60 percent of Penn Alexander students 
would be African American.   
 
The school has not yet compiled the data to determine which of its students are eligible to 
receive free or reduced lunches, but administrators estimate that a majority of the students 
will qualify for some level of subsidy.  (In the absence of income statistics, all students 
receive free lunch.)  The students come from a range of economic backgrounds, and include 
children of University faculty members as well as recent immigrants from developing 
countries and children living in homeless shelters.  The diversity of economic and 
educational backgrounds is particularly great in the fifth and sixth grades, where some 
children have come from private schools and others from poorly performing public schools 
in the neighborhood. 
 
Early Outcomes at the Penn Alexander School 

Now in its second year of operation, the Penn Alexander School has been successful in 
attracting middle-income families to the school and the neighborhood and has performed 
well academically across the board.  There are a small number of faculty children attending 
the school, and real estate agents use the school to market the neighborhood to prospective 
homebuyers.  At the end of the 2001-2002 school year, all but two students tested at or above 
grade level.   
 
University staff and faculty have continued to be integrally involved in the school, helping to 
shape the curriculum and work with the principal on a day-to-day basis.  They have been 
very pleased with the principal, who has taken a hands-on approach to working with students 
and parents and has been successful in engaging a high level of parent participation in the 
school. 
 
The current challenge facing the school is ensuring high achievement in the new fifth and 
sixth grade classes, which have a very diverse student body and include children entering the 
school significantly below grade level.  This challenge will continue to grow as the school 
adds grade levels and the gaps in background and achievement widen among the students 
who join the school at a later age.   
 
A related challenge as the school attracts more middle-income families is managing those 
families’ expectations for what the school can and cannot provide.  For example, some 
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parents expect the subsidy from the University to go further than it does in terms of providing 
music and art programs not normally offered in public schools.  For the foreseeable future, 
however, most of the operating subsidy will go to maintaining small class sizes.   
 
Changes in the University City Neighborhood 

According to local informants, the University City neighborhood has changed significantly in 
the past few years.  These changes are not captured by 2000 Census data, which show only 
modest changes in poverty and homeownership rates for the census tract in which the Penn 
Alexander School is located.  Since 1998, however, when the University began offering its 
homeownership incentives programs, the housing market in University City reportedly has 
taken off, with tremendous demand for homeownership units.  According to Penn’s Office of 
Community Housing, which runs the homeownership incentive programs, house prices in 
some parts of the neighborhood have increased by as much as 100 percent since 1998.   
 
Although the housing market in Philadelphia in general has tightened over this period, the 
escalation of home prices in University City appears to be related at least in part to the 
University’s investment in the neighborhood.  Between 1989 and 2001, 276 University 
faculty and staff purchased homes in University City, 51 percent of which were priced under 
$100,000.  In addition, approximately 125 University affiliates used the matching grant 
program to make exterior improvements on their houses.  This level of investment is 
significant, given the small number of owner-occupied units in the neighborhood.  Data from 
the City’s tax rolls suggest there are approximately 750 owner-occupied units in the 
catchment area for the Penn Alexander School, out of a total of 5,700 housing units.46   
 
According to local informants, there were few home sales in the neighborhood prior to 1998, 
when the University announced its homeownership incentive program.  While there was 
considerable demand for housing in this neighborhood—suggested by the flood of interest in 
the University’s program—prospective buyers appear to have needed additional incentives to 
begin buying homes in large numbers.  One of the main barriers to investment in the 
neighborhood was crime, which has dropped significantly since the neighborhood became a 
special services district under the revitalization plan and foot patrols increased in the 
neighborhood. 
 
The creation of the Penn Alexander School also appears to have played a role in increasing 
property values in the neighborhood.  Although it is not clear how many families have moved 
to University City in order to be able to send their children to the school, house prices are 
higher in the school’s catchment area than in the other parts of the neighborhood covered by 
the University’s incentive program, and there is a strong perception the school is a selling 
point that will keep property values high.   
 

                                                      
46  Based on analysis by Greg Montanaro of the University of Pennsylvania’s real estate department. 
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A couple interviewed for this case study, whose son transferred from a parochial school to 
the Penn Alexander School when they bought a house in the neighborhood, suggested that 
the school was not their main reason for moving to the neighborhood, but rather was “the 
icing on the cake.”  More important in the couple’s decision to move to University City was 
the neighborhood’s proximity to their places of work and to downtown and the $15,000 
homeownership subsidy from the University (the woman works at the University).  Without 
the subsidy, the couple said that they would not have been able to afford the move.  The 
couple previously lived in a predominantly white, middle-class neighborhood and said that 
when they first started looking for houses in University City, they were concerned about 
crime and about feeling out of place in a mixed race community.  After spending time in the 
neighborhood, however, their concerns about crime dissipated and they found that the racial 
diversity in the neighborhood was such that they did not feel uncomfortable.  As they put it, 
“we realized that there are plenty of people just like us here.”  The couple also noted that 
they were very happy with the Penn Alexander School.  
 
4.5. Conclusion 

Thus far, the University’s strategic investment in University City appears to have increased 
confidence in the neighborhood and contributed to a modest housing boom, particularly 
within the catchment area of the Penn Alexander School.  The neighborhood continues to 
have large pockets of blight and poverty and a very low homeownership rate, but home sales 
and renovation throughout the area suggest that families are increasingly willing to risk 
investment in the future of this neighborhood.   
 
In the most upscale parts of the neighborhood, one of the challenges for the University is 
making sure that house prices do not escalate to the extent that University staff and entry-
level faculty are priced out of the market.  In other parts of the neighborhood, major 
improvements still need to be made to the rental housing—particularly the affordable rental 
units—to preserve the mixed-income character of the area and create a more holistic 
neighborhood.  The University has raised capital to preserve affordable rental housing in the 
neighborhood, but this effort is in its infancy and the University faces a steep learning curve 
as a new developer and manager of affordable housing. 
 
From the standpoint of the schools, another challenge for the University is the scarcity of 
options once the neighborhood children reach high school age.  For families with teenagers, 
however, having a good school in the immediate neighborhood may not be as much of a 
priority as it is for families with younger children, especially since there are good public high 
schools in Philadelphia.  Overall, however, it appears that the University’s substantial 
investment in University City—particularly the creation of an academically excellent 
neighborhood-based elementary school—has created a sound foothold for the 
neighborhood’s continued revitalization.  The main concern for the future will not so much 
be attracting middle income families, but rather maintaining enough affordable housing in 
strategic locations in the neighborhood to create a viable income mix.  
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5. Lessons Learned  

The experiences of the schools and neighborhoods described in this report suggest that the 
integration of school reform into housing-based community revitalization is a strategy that 
holds promise for a range of neighborhood-based housing and community development 
initiatives.  These include large-scale public housing redevelopment funded by the HOPE VI 
program as well as more modest attempts to enhance neighborhoods by encouraging mixed-
income residential patterns and homeownership.   
 
Integrating school reform into neighborhood revitalization has generated support from a 
range of stakeholders in the cities in which it has been implemented.  These stakeholders 
include housing authorities, private developers, universities, foundations, school districts, and 
community-based organizations.  The private sector entities that have led or joined the charge 
for educational reform—such as McCormack Baron in St. Louis, the Integral Group in 
Atlanta, and the University of Pennsylvania in Philadelphia—have a great deal at stake in 
turning around the neighborhoods in which they operate.  In Atlanta and St. Louis, the 
success of the public housing redevelopment projects—both for residents as well as for the 
investors in these projects—depends on the ability to maintain safe, healthy communities that 
are attractive to families at different income levels.  In Philadelphia, what is at stake is the 
university’s ability to attract top-quality faculty, students, and staff, upon which its reputation 
rests.  In all three cases, the sponsors of the neighborhood revitalization perceived that it was 
in their self-interest, as well as the interest of the neighborhood, to invest in the neighborhood 
school.  They believed that creating a strong elementary school in a neighborhood as part of a 
comprehensive neighborhood revitalization plan would attract new families to the 
neighborhood and strengthen the existing social fabric of the neighborhood by enhancing the 
life chances of the children already living there. 
 
Effecting school reform and integrating it into a broader program of neighborhood 
revitalization is not easy.  It requires a level of collaboration between housing and education 
professionals and communities that is not characteristic of most urban areas.  In particular, 
housing developers are typically not used to thinking about schools, and school districts are 
not necessarily used to getting involved in neighborhood planning.  However, the current 
context of school reform is such that school districts and teachers unions are being asked to 
play different roles and incorporate greater parental and community involvement.  Local 
school reform movements offer developers and managers of affordable housing an 
opportunity to enhance their neighborhood revitalization efforts by forming new coalitions 
and partnerships with the education community.   
 
In this chapter, we raise issues that housing practitioners and policymakers should bear in 
mind when considering how school reform can be integrated into comprehensive 
neighborhood revitalization.  As mentioned in the introduction to this report, we focus on 
school reform efforts rather than on broader neighborhood revitalization strategies because 
considerable work has already been done on how to implement housing-based neighborhood 
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redevelopment.  Given the limited number of schools and neighborhoods that we were able 
to examine in this study, and the fact that we were not able to conduct a professional 
evaluation of the schools or their impact on the neighborhood, these lessons should be taken 
as exploratory rather than definitive.  However, they provide some practical considerations 
for how to undertake school reform in the context of neighborhood revitalization and how a 
new or reformed school can enhance and support a broader revitalization plan.  
 
5.1. Getting Started 

Start Early 

Before starting down this path, housing authorities, developers, and institutions seeking to 
integrate school reform into housing development or neighborhood revitalization projects 
need to understand that it takes a long time to reform an existing school or create a new 
school.  In particular, it takes time (and resources) to: 
 
• Consult with the community to identify local needs and local resources, particularly 

individuals and organizations that could be potential partners; 
 
• Learn what is going on within the school system and what the opportunities may be for 

creating a new regular public school, reconstituting an existing school, or creating an 
alternatively managed school, such as a charter or pilot school; 

 
• Recruit allies, sponsors, and funders;  
 
• Obtain approval and funding from the school district, which might involve working 

within a school’s capital budget cycle or a legislative cycle—either city, like the penny 
sales tax in Atlanta, or state, like the Georgia chartering legislation; and  

 
• Find the right principal (it is crucial that this is done early), develop the curriculum, and 

hire teachers and staff that support the school’s mission and pedagogy. 
 
Identifying partners early on or hiring a consultant may save time, but the experience of the 
three case studies suggests that creating a new or reformed school is a multi-year process that 
should be started as early as possible and simultaneously to the housing redevelopment. 
 
Develop a Realistic, Integrated Vision for the Neighborhood and the School 

The first step in integrating school reform into a housing-based neighborhood revitalization 
effort is to develop a clear vision of what you want the neighborhood to become and what 
kind of school and housing development will help you get there.  Among the schools and 
neighborhoods we visited, we observed two models in operation.   
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In the first model, attracting middle-income families to the neighborhood is integral to the 
neighborhood revitalization strategy.  In this case, the reason for reforming the existing 
school or creating a new school in the neighborhood is to create a draw for middle-income 
families, whose financial means gives them choices in the education of their children.  The 
school must be competitive with the alternatives available to these families, such as private 
schools, parochial schools, and magnet schools within the public school system.  In order to 
be competitive, the school often needs to be new or fully reconstituted (assuming that it was 
previously a low-performing school) to implement some of the “best practices” found in the 
highest-performing schools.  These often include: small class sizes; innovative curricula; a 
strong professional development system and both individual and common planning time for 
teachers; and integration of computers and other technology into the classroom.47  University 
sponsorship can be very important in this model both substantively and because of the 
academic cachet that it lends to the school, as is the case at Centennial Place School in 
Atlanta (affiliated with Georgia Tech) and the Penn Alexander School in Philadelphia 
(affiliated with the University of Pennsylvania).   
 
In order to persuade middle-income families to reside in the neighborhood, in addition to 
sending their children to the school, the school needs to have a neighborhood-based 
enrollment or at least a preference for children living in the neighborhood.  If the 
revitalization plan calls for creating an entirely new school, as was the case in Philadelphia, 
planners may want to define the school catchment area in such a way that it includes racial 
and income diversity.  Some measure of income and racial diversity in the student body 
makes it more attractive to families considering the school and neighborhood.  However, 
Centennial Place School in Atlanta is an example of a school that has focused strictly on 
academic excellence in order to attract families with choices from all over the city.  There is 
only modest racial diversity at Centennial Place School, but there is a fair amount of income 
diversity.   
 
The second model that we observed is based on a vision of the neighborhood as a more 
modest mixed-income community, populated by a range of low- to moderate- or moderate- to 
middle-income families.  Here the goal of the school is to improve the education of low- and 
moderate-income children and the lives of their families.  This is the model at Drew Charter 
School in Atlanta and Jefferson School in St. Louis, both of which serve very needy 
populations.  Jefferson School elected to focus on student behavior and parental involvement 
in order to effect broad change in the neighborhood and create a platform for future academic 
excellence.  However, it may take time for either school to attract middle-income families, in 
part because the curriculum is not sufficiently innovative and test scores are improving only 
slowly.   
 

                                                      
47  The school may also need a new building and/or a new name to help erase negative images of the old 

school.  However, those we spoke to suggested that these things are much less important than getting the 
right principals and teachers and a strong curriculum.   



 

Abt Associates Inc. Lessons Learned 52 

In order to integrate school reform effectively into a neighborhood revitalization strategy, 
housing authorities and developers need to think explicitly about how the school will support 
their vision for the neighborhood.  Alternative visions may require different school reform 
strategies and resource allocation decisions.  In particular, the nature of the income and racial 
diversity desired for the school and neighborhood should shape the kind of school that is 
created. 
 
Schools do affect property values, so the catchment or priority areas of the school can 
become contentious.  This clearly was the case in Philadelphia, where neighborhood 
homeowners worried that not being in the catchment area would reduce the value of their 
homes.  For Drew Charter School in Atlanta, there was also some degree of controversy over 
who would have the right to attend the new school.   
 
Assemble the Right Team of Partners, Sponsors, Funders, and Experts  

A variety of individuals and institutions could lead an effort to create or reform a school as 
part of a neighborhood revitalization project.  In two of our case studies, Atlanta (Centennial 
Place) and Philadelphia, leadership came from the office of a university president.  At 
Villages at East Lake in Atlanta, leadership came from a private foundation.  In yet another, 
it came from a real estate developer.  Many other institutions, such as community- or faith-
based organizations, could also provide this leadership role.   
 
Leadership has two dimensions.  One dimension is the vision for the neighborhood and the 
school and the tenacity to see it through.  The other dimension is the political skill needed to 
build a coalition, overcome opposition, and negotiate.  In the cases we studied, the same 
person usually played both roles, but this does not have to be the case.  Tenacity is needed to 
build coalitions, co-opt potential opponents, and win over actual opponents.  Developing a 
shared vision with neighborhood groups is important.   
 
In addition to overcoming opposition, it is widely believed that it is important to engage 
community groups in creating the positive vision for the school and the role that it can play in 
community building in the neighborhood.  In all of the cases we studied, this community 
engagement occurred through institutions or processes created by the school sponsors or 
housing developers, rather than building on neighborhood groups already in existence.  
COVAM in St. Louis, the East Lake Community Foundation in Atlanta, the Vashon Compact 
in St. Louis, and the neighborhood planning process in Philadelphia assembled neighborhood 
residents, business, and religious leaders to help create the vision for the new school.  
However, in none of these cases were there strong community-based organizations to 
catalyze the process and lead the planning effort.  In other neighborhoods and other cities, 
there may be stronger community based organizations to partner in, or even lead, the effort to 
combine neighborhood revitalization and school reform. 
 
Persuading citywide community leaders is important because the legacy of segregation and 
injustice can give rise to suspicions about development and school reform plans.  Given their 
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locations, there were fears that Centennial Place School and Penn Alexander School were 
being planned for white children.  This was even the case with Jefferson School, despite its 
location in a neighborhood unlikely to attract middle-income white families quickly.  Where 
there is conflict over the mixed-income character of a public housing redevelopment, this 
spills over into controversy about the mixed-income and mixed-race character of a school.  
Because race matters, it can be extremely valuable to have the champion (or champions) for 
the school be persons of color, as was the case for Centennial Place School. 
 
It also helps when the sponsor of the school has prestige and a reputation for following 
through on plans.  It was easier to gather other supporters for Centennial Place School and 
Penn Alexander School because of the credibility of Georgia Tech and the University of 
Pennsylvania, and the fact that the presidents of those institutions were committed to the 
plan.   
 
The extent of potential opposition or support from teachers unions appears to vary a great 
deal with local circumstances: for example, with the degree to which teachers are unionized 
(slight in Atlanta) and with the way in which school reform generally is playing out in that 
school district.  In both Philadelphia and St. Louis, it helped that union leaders did not want 
to be perceived as opposing school reform.  More recent events in Philadelphia—the 
takeover of the school system by the state—have probably diminished the force of the 
teachers unions there.  A similar situation exists in Washington DC, where an extremely 
strong charter law has obviated the need to overcome union opposition to giving principals 
control over personnel decisions.48   
 
Ultimately, the approval of the school district administration is the most important task for 
the team to accomplish.  Our case studies have revealed that school systems are not 
monoliths and that allies as well as opponents can be found within the school administration 
and on the school board.  As is the case for the whole process, it takes time and work to 
identify the key people and to nurture relationships. 
 
Besides control of the school’s staff and program, another issue is funding.  There may be a 
substantial need for private fundraising to support the new school, depending on whether the 
school is to have a new or substantially rehabilitated building and whether the cost of that 
physical development can be supported by public school funds.  Even if capital costs are 
covered mainly by school funds, some external support may be needed for program 
development.  Support may also be needed for operating costs—to keep student teacher 
ratios down (Penn Alexander) or to make up a shortfall caused by the infancy and 
imperfection of site-based school budgeting (Drew).  For Centennial Place School, some 

                                                      
48  Appendix B describes the use of the DC chartering authority to create Capital City Charter School in a 

mixed-income neighborhood.  While the school does not have a preference for neighborhood children, 
about half come from the neighborhood and the school has a diverse student body, both economically and 
by race and ethnicity. 
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ongoing support for operating costs comes from the ability of the founding principal to find 
money within the school system and from corporate sources. 
 
Whether for capital costs, program development, or school operations, raising funds from 
corporations and foundations seems to be quite possible, once the vision for the school has 
been established and the coalition of supporters has begun to form.  Corporate funds, 
however, are not usually the “first money in,” so having a major financial commitment in the 
neighborhood through a program such as HOPE VI is extremely advantageous if not 
indispensable.  In addition to building off a solid foundation of investment in the 
neighborhood, corporations also seem to favor making donations for specific purposes within 
the school, such as technology or arts programs.      
 
Finally, the team of partners, funders, and sponsors may need to find some specialized 
expertise.  For both Centennial Place School and the Penn Alexander School, innovative 
physical space seems to have helped create a school with potential appeal to middle-income 
parents.  Educational expertise beyond the experience of the founding principal can be 
important as well.  The sponsors of the schools we studied found it in a variety of ways: 
Centennial Place School within the Atlanta school administration and from Georgia Tech; 
Penn Alexander School from the Graduate School of Education at Penn; and Drew Charter 
School from the Edison Company, a private manager of schools.  Yet another type of 
expertise that may be sought is for community-based planning experts and consultants for a 
combined housing and school strategy.   
 
Although three of our case studies were of schools created as part of a public housing 
transformation, the housing authority does not necessarily have to play a leadership role in 
creating the school.  Public housing authorities cannot be expected to be leaders in 
educational reform at the same time they are reforming themselves, transforming distressed 
housing developments, and attempting to run good housing programs.  Moreover, public 
housing authorities may not have sufficient credibility with private funders such as 
corporations and foundations to create the kind of coalition that is needed for this effort.   
 
However, housing authorities can take the lead, in partnership with developers and 
community stakeholders, in developing the comprehensive plan for the neighborhood and 
implementing the housing component.  They should also be closely involved in establishing 
the vision for how a new or reformed school in that neighborhood can enhance or support the 
housing-based revitalization.  As we have seen in the case studies, schools can be designed to 
attract new families to the neighborhood as well as improve the educational opportunities and 
life chances of the children and families already living there.  The housing authority can be a 
leading advocate for incorporating school reform of some kind into all of its redevelopment 
projects.  For example, the Atlanta Housing Authority made the decision to set aside eight 
acres on the Centennial Place site for a new school and YMCA rather than for additional 
housing units.  The housing authority can also educate stakeholders in the redevelopment 
about the key role that strong local institutions such as schools can play in mixed-income 
communities.   
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In Atlanta, the housing authority has, over time, become a very strong partner in the coalition 
for school reform and neighborhood transformation.  The involvement of the housing 
authority in school reform has steadily increased as it has worked through several public 
housing redevelopment projects with a school component, to the point where the housing 
authority has entered into a formal partnership with the school district.  This partnership 
model—in which the housing authority is a critical partner, but not necessarily the lead 
agency, in the school reform effort—may be the model that other housing authorities should 
try to follow.   
 
5.2.  Creating an Effective School 

Selecting the Right Principal and Creating a Structure for Local Control  

To create an effective urban school, the people that we interviewed emphasized the 
importance of having a seasoned principal who is a strong instructional leader and can 
exercise local control over the selection of staff, development of curriculum and assessment 
methods, and governance.  Selecting a principal early so that he/she can guide the 
development of the curriculum and the recruitment of the first teachers is essential.  Most 
important is that the principal be a strong leader who understands and shares the vision for 
the school and neighborhood.  The principal does not have to come from outside the school 
district or public school system to be an effective change agent. 
 
Once a principal has been selected, it is essential that he or she enjoy some degree of local 
control over staffing and the curriculum.  As the case studies suggest, local control can be 
obtained in several ways: by creating a charter school (Drew); by reconstituting an existing 
school and negotiating for site-based management (Centennial Place School); and by creating 
a new school as a special partnership or as part of a pilot program within the public school 
system (Penn Alexander School).49  It may also be possible for a highly successful principal 
to gain some level of control over staffing within the regular school system,50 but most of the 
people that we spoke to were emphatic about the need to obtain these privileges up-front as 
part of the school creation or reconstitution.  Once these privileges are in place, the school 
may also need a champion or watchdog to ensure that the centralizing tendencies of the 

                                                      
49  Another example of a pilot school within the public school system is the Mission Hill School in Boston, 

described in Appendix B.  This pilot school has a nationally recognized principal and has attracted children 
from all over the city.   

50  A good example is the Laclede School in St. Louis, described in Appendix B.  Laclede has been able to 
achieve high academic performance in a very high-poverty neighborhood within the regular public school 
system because it has a dynamic principal who is relentless about dismissing sub-par teachers.  According 
to Laclede’s principal, site-based management has become more of a reality in St. Louis in recent years.  
However, the principal’s record of success may also have helped her to gain advocates within the school 
system that allow her to manage the school to her standards.   
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public school system do not impede the principal’s ability to make the best decisions for the 
school.51   
 
Creating an alternatively managed school such as a charter or pilot school may be one of the 
easier ways to obtain local control in key areas such as staffing and curriculum development 
if the local legislation and resources make that possible.  For example, it is relatively easy to 
create a charter school in Washington DC, because a charter application can be made to the 
Board of Education or to an independent Charter School Board.  Furthermore, in addition to 
providing operating funds for a charter school on a pro rata enrollment basis, the public 
school system must provide the same amount of capital funds that a public school of equal 
size would receive.  Therefore, it is possible in Washington DC to create a new charter 
school essentially with public school funds.   
 
Alternatively managed schools such as charters and pilots have the above-mentioned 
governance, budgeting, and curriculum freedoms that can reduce barriers that have 
historically discouraged economically mobile families from remaining in urban public school 
districts.  These schools can attempt to reduce the bureaucracy of enrolling students and 
provide preferences to siblings in order to reduce the possibility of children in the same 
family going to different schools.  The perception of simplified operational policies and site-
based control can serve as an important factor in attracting and retaining families at urban 
public schools. 
 
In some localities, charter schools may not be able to establish a preference for the 
enrollment of neighborhood children.  This is the case, for example, in Washington DC and 
Pennsylvania.  Not having a neighborhood preference may limit the school’s ability to attract 
families to live in the neighborhood.  However, neighborhood children are a natural market 
for any elementary school, and schools that do not have a formal neighborhood preference 
may market to neighborhood childcare centers and community organizations to recruit 
families to the school.  If a school starts with a substantial number of neighborhood children, 
it is likely to maintain a connection to the neighborhood for a long time, as current students 
move through the school.  What may not be possible is for the school to attract middle-
income parents to move to the neighborhood or to stay in the neighborhood once their 
children reach school age, since they won’t have any better chance than anyone else in the 
district of sending their children to the school. 
 
Growing the School Gradually and Developing a Link to Middle and High Schools 

All of the educators that we interviewed said that it is optimal to start the school at lower 
grade levels and then add grades, as was done at the Penn Alexander School in Philadelphia.  
However, this may not always be possible for a public school with a neighborhood catchment 
area, because the children in the neighborhood must be served. 

                                                      
51  In Atlanta, Norman Johnson sees himself as playing this role for Centennial Place School, and the 

University of Pennsylvania has assumed something of the same responsibility in Philadelphia. 
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The educators also emphasized the importance of the link between elementary schools and 
later schooling.  Middle school is often a time when strong students can go astray if the 
middle school does not have as rigorous a curriculum or enforcement of discipline as the 
elementary or high school.  Teachers that we spoke with talked about students “dropping off 
a cliff” after elementary school if there were no good options for the next stage of their 
education.  However, this is a difficult problem to address and, in most cases, has been 
beyond the scope of the school reform efforts described in this study.  
 
Centennial Place School in Atlanta has the advantage that the public middle and high schools 
into which Centennial Place School feeds are the best in the city.  The Drew Charter School 
chose to go through the 8th grade, even though this may create additional challenges for the 
school.  In St. Louis, advocates for school reform have attempted to address this issue 
through the creation of the Vashon Compact, which is trying to improve the very troubled 
middle school into which the Jefferson School currently feeds.  In Philadelphia, the fact that 
parents have better choices for children entering high school—there are a small number of 
excellent schools for which enrollment is based on aptitude—may be an advantage for the 
Penn Alexander School.  
 
5.3. Building a Synergistic Housing Program 

The housing practitioners that we interviewed for these case studies suggested several ways 
that housing development and management choices could support the school reform effort.  
These choices included focusing on homeownership opportunities as a way to attract middle-
income families to the neighborhood, creating housing-based incentives for teachers, and 
creating a housing management program that reinforces the “culture of excellence” that the 
school is trying to create. 
 
Expanding Homeownership Opportunities in the Neighborhood 

Increasing homeownership rates early in the neighborhood revitalization process can bolster 
neighborhood school reform efforts.  The current approach for most developers of mixed-
income housing is to start by demonstrating that market rate renters are willing to live in the 
neighborhood and then offer market-rate homeownership.  This approach may be necessary 
when the neighborhood is overcoming the stigma of a severely distressed public housing 
development.  However, middle-income families who might send their children to the 
reformed school are likely to be, or want to be, homeowners.  Creating homeownership 
opportunities in a neighborhood—either by providing homeownership subsidies to families 
or by developing new housing for homeownership—may add to the appeal of the school for 
these families.   
 
In the case of the Penn Alexander School, the University felt that it was necessary to 
combine investment in the school with generous homeownership subsidies to attract middle-
income families to the neighborhood.  However, the existing housing stock in the 



 

Abt Associates Inc. Lessons Learned 58 

neighborhood was sufficiently attractive that the University did not have to develop new 
housing to create homeownership opportunities.  The developers of Centennial Place in 
Atlanta have taken a different approach, creating a school that draws on the mostly renter 
population in the neighborhood (families living in Centennial Place development) but also 
acts as a magnet for middle-income families—mostly homeowners—living elsewhere in 
Atlanta.   
 
Creating Incentives for Principals and Teachers to Live in the Neighborhood 

The development of new housing in the neighborhood may be an advantage for the school 
because it provides high quality, well-managed, and affordable housing close to the school.  
The developer might offer rent breaks to teachers to attract them to the school.  For example, 
the principal of the Jefferson School in St. Louis lives at Murphy Park rent free, and several 
teachers at Drew Charter School in Atlanta rent at the Villages at East Lake.  Offering high 
quality housing to teachers at below-market rents could even be a bargaining point with 
teachers unions. 
 
Using Strong Housing Management to Support the School 

The developers we interviewed are convinced that strong housing management can be an 
advantage for the school, by reinforcing the high standards for student achievement and 
parent behavior set by the school.  According to one school administrator interviewed, good 
schools set a “culture of expectations” that can extend into the neighborhood and individual 
homes if supported by specific housing management practices, such as: 
 

• Enforcing housekeeping standards, prohibitions against loud music, and curfews for 
minors so that there is continuity for students between the rules at school and at 
home; 

 
• Encouraging parents to get involved in the school and neighborhood; and 

 
• Coordinating with teachers and school administrators to identify and address family 

problems early. 
 
It is possible to create a culture of excellence in a school without the support of good quality 
housing or strong housing management.  This is the case for the Laclede School in St. Louis, 
where the school’s reputation is such that families go to great lengths to be able to send their 
children there.52  Families living outside the Laclede School’s catchment area routinely use 
false addresses or send children to live with friends or relatives so that the children can attend 
the school.  These families would move into the neighborhood to be near the school, but the 
condition of the housing stock is so poor that the housing opportunities for low- and 
moderate-income families—who cannot afford to do major rehabilitation—are limited.  This 

                                                      
52  The Laclede School is described further in Appendix B. 
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is a case where the development of infill housing for rental and homeownership could build 
off the strong foundation that the school has established and create significant change in the 
neighborhood.   
 
5.4. Conclusion 

The main lessons learned from this study is that there are important synergies between school 
reform and housing-based neighborhood revitalization that can and should be exploited by 
developers and managers of affordable housing.  Incorporating school reform into 
neighborhood revitalization efforts is not easy, and requires a commitment of time, resources, 
and expertise.  It is not something that the housing authority can do alone, although housing 
authorities can play a crucial role in identifying the vision for the school and in implementing 
the housing component of the neighborhood revitalization.  In addition, programs such as 
HOPE VI play a crucial role in creating confidence among other potential supporters that the 
neighborhood is a place where investment in school reform will build upon other investment 
in the community and therefore has a much better chance of creating real and lasting change.  
When and how the school is reformed is critical, because the perception of school quality as 
well as the particulars of the curriculum can be very important in attracting families to the 
neighborhood.  In addition, there must be a structure in place to ensure that the principal can 
make decisions about personnel and curriculum independent of the broader agenda of the 
school district and consistent with the neighborhood revitalization plan.  There is still much 
to be learned about how to incorporate school reform into a neighborhood revitalization 
strategy and about the particular mechanisms by which school reform can support 
neighborhood transformation.  The case studies presented in this report, however, suggest 
that it is a valuable and feasible pursuit. 
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Appendix A 

Following is a list of the key individuals interviewed for the three case studies: 
 
Atlanta 

Egbert Perry, The Integral Group 
Vicki Lundy-Wilbon, The Integral Group 
Renee Glover, Chief Executive Officer, Atlanta Housing Authority 
Barry Williams, Senior Project Manager, Atlanta Housing Authority 
Norman Johnson, former School Board member 
Carol Naughton, East Lake Community Foundation 
Lolita Anderson, Manager, Villages at East Lake 
Karen Eldridge, Principal, Drew Charter School 
Cynthia Kuhlman, Principal, Centennial Place School 
Holly Robinson, Georgia Public Policy Foundation 
Richard White, The Alisias Group 
 
St. Louis 

Richard Baron, McCormack Baron 
Sandra Moore, Urban Strategies/McCormack Baron 
David Flieg, Executive Assistant to the Superintendent, St. Louis Public Schools 
Pamela Hawkins, Area Manager, Murphy Park 
Debra Johnson, Parent-Teacher Liaison, Jefferson Elementary School 
Anne Meese, Principal, Jefferson Elementary School 
Bob Koff, Danforth Foundation 
Bill Carson, Danforth Foundation/Vashon Compact 
 
Philadelphia 

Sheila Sydnor, Principal, Penn-Alexander School 
Greg Montanaro, Institutional Real Estate, University of Pennsylvania 
Lucy Kerman, Office of the President, University of Pennsylvania 
Nancy Streim, Graduate School of Education, University of Pennsylvania 
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Appendix B 

In addition to the schools and neighborhoods highlighted in the case studies, we visited three 
schools that were new or reformed but not connected to a housing development program or 
other neighborhood revitalization effort.  We have more limited information about these 
schools and chose to present them as separate case studies.  However, the schools’ 
experiences informed our lessons learned.  The three schools are described below. 
 
Laclede Elementary School, St. Louis, MO 

Pierre Laclede Elementary School is a high performing elementary school in a very 
distressed neighborhood in North St. Louis.  The neighborhood consists of small single-
family houses and some multifamily assisted housing.  Nearby are what were once quite 
substantial early 20th century single-family houses.  Most are these are currently vacant and 
boarded up.  As of the mid 20th century, the neighborhood still had some racial diversity, and 
Laclede School was exempted from court-ordered desegregation busing and remained a 
neighborhood school. 
 
The school is in a beautiful, renovated Georgian-style school building, with high ceilings and 
large classrooms, probably built in the 1920s.  The walls are covered with children’s work, 
establishing a bright and friendly atmosphere.   
 
Joyce Roberts started teaching at Laclede 30 years ago and back came to Laclede as principal 
in 1993.  She had been a successful principal at two other St. Louis public schools.  At 
Laclede she proceeded to grow a handpicked teaching staff, using the authority she had 
within the St. Louis public school system to dismiss incompetent teachers and carefully 
mentoring the new teachers she recruited.  Some of her recruits are from the University of 
Missouri, which uses Laclede as a professional development site.  She brings Missouri 
students back as student teachers and ultimately as teachers. 
 
Site-based management has existed in some form in the St. Louis Public Schools for a 
decade, but, according to Roberts and others we interviewed, it has become more of a reality 
in recent years.  Roberts has a school-based management committee that includes people 
from outside the school system and helps her make budget decisions.  She also seems to have 
advocates and protectors within the central administration of the school system.  
 
In the early years, Roberts received some support from outside the school system—including 
a small grant from the Danforth Foundation ($60,000 per year over three years)—that helped 
her develop a program based on performance indicators with immediate feedback about each 
child and instruction tailored to teach child’s needs within the regular classroom setting.  
Reading and math specialists go into the classroom, in place of the more traditional “pull 
out” system.  At the end of the school year, there is a formal self-evaluation lasting two to 
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three weeks.  It is used to revise the grade-level self-assessment instrument and identify 
“must teach” skills.   
 
The reform of the schools teaching approach also included the development, through 
committee work, of a shared vision, based on “Attendance, Achievement, and Attitude.”  
Children and parents are made to feel that the school is a special place that belongs to them.  
Parental involvement is high.   
 
Laclede has 300 students, in kindergarten through fifth grades, with two classes per grade.  
Virtually all children are African-American and more than 90 percent qualify for free- and 
reduced-price lunch. 
 
Not only are test scores high at Laclede, but also mobility is very low, perhaps as low as two 
percent per year.  When families leave the neighborhood, they often exercise the “option to 
remain” that provides transportation assistance for children to stay in the same school.   
 
The neighborhood is losing population, as is much of the city of St. Louis.  The housing 
stock in the neighborhood is said to be either very modest or so deteriorated that only people 
with substantial means could afford to renovate it.  The potential role of the school in 
attracting families to the neighborhood is evidenced by the use of false addresses by many 
families so that their children can go to the school.  Some families actually send children to 
live in the neighborhood with friends, grandmothers, or aunts so they can go to Laclede. 
 
The neighborhood has a small neighborhood-based non-profit that has developed one or two 
housing units in the past and would like to become a more substantial developer of 
neighborhood housing.  Joyce Roberts would like that as well because, despite the efforts of 
families to keep children at the school, she is worried that the school will lose enrollment. 
 
Capital City Charter School, Washington DC 

Capital City Charter School is in the Columbia Heights neighborhood, for many years one of 
the most distressed in Washington DC.  It is centered on one of the commercial corridors that 
were burned during the riots that followed the assassination of Dr. Martin Luther King in 
1968, but it is quite close to neighborhoods favored by middle and upper-income families, 
both African American and white.  It is also part of a larger area that, from the 1970s through 
the 1990s, received many immigrants from Central America.  As of the late 1990s, with the 
overall housing boom in the city and the opening of a Metro station in the neighborhood, 
Columbia Heights was beginning to gentrify.  The neighborhood remains quite poor overall, 
according to the 2000 census, but the single-family townhouses that are common in the 
neighborhood are selling for high and rapidly growing prices.  The neighborhood has a 
mixed population, including many low- and moderate-income African American and 
Hispanic families and a growing number of middle-income white homebuyers.   
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Capital City Charter School was founded by a group of parents from Hearst, a Washington 
DC public school that, historically, had been a strong school with good principals, good 
teachers, and an ability to protect itself within the public school system.  However, declining 
public school enrollment overall in the District of Columbia meant that the energies of Hearst 
and its supporters turned to keeping the school from being closed.  In the view of many 
parents, the school’s quality began to decline.  A group of parents at Hearst decided to 
become the chartering entity for a new school, with Karen Dresden, a long-time Hearst 
teacher, as the founding principal. 
 
The District of Columbia has what, in many respects, may be the most favorable charter 
school legislation in the country.  A charter application can be made to the Board of 
Education or to an independent Charter School Board.  Furthermore, in addition to providing 
operating funds for a charter school on a pro rata enrollment basis, the public school system 
must provide the same amount of capital funds that a public school of equal size would 
receive.  Therefore, it easy to get approval for the charter of Capital City School and it was 
possible to create a new charter school essentially with public school funds.  The DC 
government approved a below market loan for school construction, financed by tax-exempt 
bonds and secured by the school’s share of the capital budget.  That approval also was 
relatively easy to obtain. 
 
For all of its flexibility, the weakness of the DC chartering legislation may be that charter 
schools cannot provide a priority for the enrollment of neighborhood children.  However, 
because it needed children and neighborhood children were a natural market—and perhaps, 
because its founders wanted a school with racial and income diversity—the school’s founders 
reached out to neighborhood childcare centers and community organizations to recruit 
families for the school.  At the same time, fliers about the school were placed in libraries 
across the city.  The founding families enrolled children at Capital City, as did other middle-
income families interested in charter schools as an alternative to both public and private 
schools.  The result is a school that is 50 percent African American, 25 percent white, and 25 
percent Hispanic.  Forty-eight percent of the children are eligible for free- or reduced-price 
lunch.  About half of the children come from the neighborhood, defined as living close 
enough to walk to school.   
 
The school’s program is based on the Outward Bound concept.  Learning is project-based, 
teaching reading, language arts, mathematics, social studies, and science through intensive 
work on projects.  Much activity takes place outside the school walls, as projects take 
advantage of the city’s resources.  Most teachers come from outside DC public schools.  
Many were recruited by the founding parents or from Karen Eldridge’s network.  A long-
time teacher, she had just completed a degree program for principals at the Harvard Graduate 
School of Education.   
 
So far, the school has good test-measured academic performance compared with other 
charter schools (there are 43 in DC), but there is room for improvement.  The Charter School 
Board engaged an organization called Education Research to conduct a thorough program 
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development review that confirmed that this is a mission-driven school, carrying out the 
program described in its charter.  The school has very low turnover, which is an indication of 
parent satisfaction. 
 
The school’s ultimate connection to the neighborhood remains to be seen.  So far, the urban 
pioneers moving to the neighborhood are not families with children.  If the school is 
successful, with satisfied parents, good test scores, and graduates who do well later, the 
location of the school could become purely accidental and all children come through a 
citywide lottery.  However, because the school started with half the children from the 
neighborhood, it is likely to maintain a connection to the neighborhood for a long time, as 
current students move through the school.  What may not be possible—unless the chartering 
legislation is changed—is for the school to attract middle-income parents with children to 
move to the neighborhood or to stay in the neighborhood once their children reach school 
age, since they will have little chance of sending their children to the school.  
 
Mission Hill School, Boston, MA 

Mission Hill School is a six-year old public school located in Mission Hill, Roxbury, a 
densely populated hospital and university district close to downtown Boston.  The school is 
one of thirteen Pilot schools in the Boston public school system, and as such, has increased 
autonomy within the public school system.  Deborah Meier founded the Mission Hill School 
in 1997, and is a nationally recognized principal and education reformer.  Her popular book, 
The Power of Their Ideas, describes her experience founding a charter school in Harlem in 
the 1980s, and she has since become known as a leading advocate for charter and pilot 
schools and progressive education pedagogy.   
 
This small school augments an ethnically diverse, stable residential neighborhood.  The 
Mission Hill neighborhood is influenced significantly by its proximity to university and 
medical districts.  A large student population lives in the area, but there are also a significant 
number of families with children.  With approximately 10,000 residents, the Mission Hill 
neighborhood possesses a number of assets in its core district: a redeveloped public housing 
site, a subway stop with easy access to downtown Boston, a park, a larger public elementary 
school, and significant new commercial development.  According to area residents and 
community agencies, the neighborhood has been stable over the past ten years, with housing 
prices increasing, and crime rates declining sharply in the early 1990s. 
 
Three blocks away from Mission Hill School is a HOPE VI public housing redevelopment 
known as Mission Main.  The Boston Housing Authority demolished 800 units at the 
Mission Main site and redeveloped 445 public housing units and 90 market-rate rental units.  
While people familiar with the area find that the redevelopment of Mission Main did not 
dramatically change the neighborhood, it did play a role in changing negative perceptions of 
the area.   
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Although the Mission Hill School only admits approximately 20 new students per year, it 
attempts to address some factors that have historically discouraged economically mobile 
families from remaining in urban public school districts.  Namely, the school attempts to 
reduce the bureaucracy of enrolling students, it gives preference to siblings in order to reduce 
the possibility of children in the same family going to different schools, and it gives 
preference to children in the neighborhood so that children can go to their local school 
(instead of being bused across the city).  Boston public schools have historically had complex 
systems for school applications (parents must apply to public schools), assignment of 
students (so that siblings are sometimes assigned to different schools in different 
neighborhoods), and busing routes.  As a Pilot school, the Mission Hill School can simplify a 
number of these policies, and also exercise increased autonomy over selection of its staff, 
curriculum development, methods of assessment, and governance.53  So while a reputation 
for excellence is perhaps the single most important factor in attracting students and parents to 
a school, the increased flexibility and perception of reduced bureaucracy also contribute to 
Mission Hill’s ability to draw and maintain students. 
 
The Mission Hill School serves approximately 170 students in kindergarten through sixth 
grade.  Class sizes are restricted to twenty, and each class includes students from two grade 
levels.  Each classroom has a teacher and a teacher’s aide.  The school loosely follows the 
Coalition of Essential Schools model, a progressive education model that emphasizes teacher 
control of governance, portfolio-based assessment, interdisciplinary themes, and principles 
and practices of democratic citizenry.  The Mission Hill school curriculum is organized 
around school-wide annual themes.  All disciplines at all grade levels—math, history, 
science, literature, beyond school, arts—must incorporate the annual theme into its 
curriculum.  This year the African-American Experience theme is woven into each subject, 
and students prepare presentations within each discipline that highlight some aspect of the 
African American experience.  
 
Mission Hill has a first preference for siblings of students already enrolled in Mission Hill, 
and a second preference that fifty percent of its students live in the neighborhood (defined as 
a one mile radius).  Of the twenty kindergartners admitted each year, approximately ten are 
from the Mission Hill area, and the other ten students are from the greater Boston area.  
Although the school does not spend funds on marketing, it does contact local service 
agencies, preschools, and Head Start providers in order to encourage local parents’ awareness 
of elementary school opportunities.  The Mission Hill School has also arranged to have a 

                                                      
53  Boston Pilot schools began in 1995 as an arm of the Boston Public Schools in order to develop best 

practices and act as an agent within the public school system.  There are currently 13 Pilot schools in 
Boston with a variety of missions and themes such as the arts, school-to-career programs, and alternative 
high schools.  As a Pilot school, Mission Hill has its own governance structure, school calendar, curriculum 
and assessment practices, and hiring and firing policies.  The governance committee consists of five 
parents, five teachers, five community members, and two students.  This committee makes policy decisions 
affecting the school, approves the annual staffing and budget plan, approves the school’s graduation plan, 
selects the school’s principal and co-principal, and reviews the principal and co-principal every four years.   
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parents’ night with the local Mission Main HOPE VI resident services office.  The school has 
a waiting list of about 80 students.   
 
Students in Mission Hill school, like the neighborhood, are diverse: 49 percent are African 
American, 27 percent are White, 18 percent are Hispanic, and 5 percent are Asian.54  While 
approximately half of the Mission Hill students are African American, the larger Tobin 
Public School, which is two blocks away, draws a much larger percentage of Hispanic 
students.  
  
Mission Hill’s standardized test scores, measured in Massachusetts by the Massachusetts 
Comprehensive Assessment System (MCAS) for 1999 and 2000, have markedly improved in 
mathematics, and somewhat improved in the language arts.55  Although the neighboring 
Tobin school has historically been known for its strong arts programs, its standardized test 
scores are much lower than those of Mission Hill.    
   
Mission Hill teachers have five hours of required time at school per week in which they are 
not with students.  In this time, teachers do common lesson planning and have teacher staff 
meetings (open to the public).  Three times per year teachers meet to make personnel 
decisions or staff review.  All Mission Hill teachers are contractually obligated to participate 
in three weeks per year of school planning: one week after school ends, one week prior to 
school year beginning, and one additional week during the summer.  In these planning times, 
teachers create curriculums for science, math, literature, history, arts, and community 
activities that will draw upon the school’s annual theme (e.g., the African American 
experience). 
 
The Mission Hill School also has the advantage of close partnerships with local university 
education programs.  Specifically, Northeastern and Tufts University closely collaborate with 
Mission Hill in their graduate Education and Teacher Certification programs.  Student 
teachers from these and other area universities regularly work as teacher aides in the school.  
As an alternative public school, the Mission Hill and other Pilot schools in Boston are the 
frequent focus of students and academics in the area who are studying school reform models, 
assessment methods, arts programs, amongst other themes.   
 

                                                      
54  The neighborhood, according to the 2000 Census, is 14 percent African-American, 56 percent White, 15 

percent Hispanic, and 11 percent Asian.   
55  Of Mission Hill fourth graders in 1999, 13 percent “failed” the MCAS English Language Arts, 56 percent 

“need improvement” and 31 percent scored “proficient.”  In 2000, Mission Hill fourth graders scores 
shifted on the MCAS English Language Arts: 13 percent “failed,” 70 percent “need improvement” and 17 
percent are “proficient.”  In the MCAS Math 1999 exam results for Mission Hill fourth graders, 13 percent 
“failed,” 75 percent “need improvement” and 13 percent scored “proficient.”  In 2000, the fourth grade 
exam results improved: 0 percent “failed,” 57 percent “need improvement” and 43 percent scored 
“proficient.”   
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The school operates on the per capita budget provided by Boston Public Schools.  This 
amount is the same for Pilot and regular public schools.56  The school does receive some 
grant funds, but the operating budget does not rely on the receipt of grant funds.  Grant funds 
are generally used for soft costs and “perks.”  For example, the school has hired a curriculum 
consultant hired who weekly visits the school, provides ideas to supplement teachers’ 
curriculums, and works with students one-on-one.  
 
The Mission Hill School offers several incentives to parents with choices to send their 
children to public school rather than moving out of the school districts or paying for private 
schools.  Because the Mission Hill School is a Pilot public school, it has greater autonomy 
and less bureaucracy than other Boston public schools.  It also benefits from the perception 
that its operational and educational structure is a result of intentional choices rather than 
inherited policies.  Having a nationally renowned principal is also a major asset.  The school 
can hire teachers that support its mission and goals, establish methods of assessments that 
further its pedagogical aims, and innovate at a quicker pace than public schools that are 
encumbered by district-wide regulations.  For parents who support those educational choices, 
the school offers a strong draw.   
 

                                                      
56  The principal estimates that the school receives approximately $7,000 per student less $2,000 for busing 

and other centralized district costs, netting $5,000 per student for Mission Hill School-specific budgeting.   


