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Early warning signs
IPS looks to smaller high schools to keep kids involved,
but the damage often is done before then.
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Why you should care

Bruce Western of Princeton University notes that
high school dropouts, regardless of race, are five
times more likely to be sent
to prison than high school
graduates. He also points
out that one in six black
males went to prison each
year in the late 1990s. But
less than 1 percent of college-educated black men
served prison time in the
late ’90s.

Let’s talk
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What can the community
do to reduce the number of
students who drop out of
school? What can the
schools and the students
themselves do?
State and local educators
as well as community activists and students will discuss answers to those questions and others during a
community town hall at 7
p.m. May 24 in the auditorium at Ben Davis High
School, 1200 N. Girls School
Road. To register call (317)
444-6170 or send e-mail to
kim.mitchell@indystar.com.

Dance time: Eighth-graders Eva Jenkins (left) and Justina Ballesteros practice with the Diamond Divas dance team at the Pacers Academy. The IPS alternative school
at Union Station Downtown serves kids in grades 6 through 12 who are at risk of dropping out and those returning to school after dropping out.

I

ndianapolis Public Schools Board President
Kelly Bentley admits that “30 percent are
graduating, if that,’’ from the district’s high
schools.
She concedes “teacher A isn’t talking to
teacher B” about at-risk students. And once
students drop out, Bentley says, “We don’t
know where the kids go.”
What’s the solution? Bentley and other
IPS leaders think the answer partly lies in converting
five main high schools into 16 smaller learning centers
in September.
It’s a strategy other failing districts are adopting, including schools in New York City, Los Angeles, Baltimore and Boston.
Backing the small-schools movement are such bigname education reformers as Microsoft Chairman Bill
Gates, whose foundation poured $11.3 million into the
initiatives at IPS and other Indianapolis schools.
Gates argues that “our high schools — even when
they’re working as designed — cannot teach our kids.”
The number of students left behind is staggering.
Each year more than 20,000 students drop out of Indiana high schools. Roughly 100,000 students have quit so
far this decade.
Educators once thought modern high schools, with
their teeming populations and sprawling campuses,
were the height of efficiency and effective teaching.
What they actually do: allow students to fall out of
sight, out of mind and out of school.
Vanessa Smith remembers Arlington High as “more
like a hangout” than an actual school.
“Teachers and the class volume were ridiculous.
Sometimes people were standing up,” Smith says.
She eventually dropped out.
Angelique Twyman says Arsenal Tech’s campus is
“too open for someone who’s not focused.”
By her sophomore year, “I had just skipped. Then I
skipped a week. And then I didn’t go back.”
As envisioned by IPS and the University of Indianapolis’ Center of Excellence in Leadership of Learning,
teachers at small schools will be able to brainstorm
about future Angeliques because enrollment will be
capped at 400 students. The small learning centers will
be housed at high schools but will have their own teams

ONE PERSON’S STORY

‘Like
almost a
passport’

OUT OF SCHOOL
The five major high schools in Indianapolis Public
Schools reported high suspension and chronic
absentee rates for the 2003-04 school year. A total of
189 students were expelled.
High school

Chronic
absentees

Students
suspended

Number of
expulsions

Arlington

31%

28%

11

Arsenal Technical

43%

10%

68

Broad Ripple

25%

53%

37

Emmerich Manual

41%

28%

45

Northwest

63%

48%

28

Note: Chronic absenteeism is defined as 10 or more unexcused
absences in a single school year.
Source: Indiana Department of Education
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of teachers and administrators.
Yet nobody’s certain small schools will help. A study
of one small-school concept — First Things First in
Kansas City, Kan. — proclaims the program decreased
the likelihood of dropping out by more than 90 percent.
The study, however, was based on snapshots of raw
data, not enough to prove long-term results.
Small schools also don’t confront the reality that students are damaged long before high school.
Problems begin at home. Research indicates that
poor parents on average devote a mere 25 hours of
reading time to their children from birth until they
reach first grade. Middle-class parents, in contrast,
spend as much as 1,700 hours reading to their children.
Schools can alleviate that skills gap — and better
prepare a child for tough schoolwork ahead — through
early, intense remediation.
Harlem’s Children’s Zone, the community education
and charter school outfit run by teaching guru Geoffrey
Canada, offers a model. At its “baby college,” parents
are taught about child development and given books to
read to their children.
Preschoolers attending its “Harlem Gems” program

Dropping out runs in Julie Johnson’s
family. Her father left school at age 12
to take care of his family. Husband
James dropped out after his freshman
year. And none of her four children finished high school; one son left despite
having reached his senior year at Cardinal Ritter High School.
Johnson herself went to Northwest
and Arsenal Tech, but “my interest
wasn’t in school” and so she left after
her sophomore year. The next decades,
she struggled as a housekeeper at a
Courtyard by Marriott, clocking in bus
drivers for IndyGo and tending bar at

are put through a rigorous course of reading-related
exercises.
But Indiana doesn’t pay for or require full-day
kindergarten, much less preschool education. IPS offers
full-day kindergarten, but only to 230 students on a lottery basis. Most children lose out on needed intervention.
The problems continue in elementary school classrooms. As Indiana University researcher Russ Skiba
points out, “The longer kids are in school, the less we
can say their problems” are attributable to bad parenting.
Schools place less emphasis on reading skills development just as it’s needed most in subjects such as
math and social studies. Weak readers get weaker still.
Social promotion, in which students are passed on
despite their performance, exacerbates the problem. Yet
leaving them back won’t work unless the student gets
intense remedial education. And most don’t.
Pacers Academy Principal Anita Silverman and Ken
Poole of Manual High both say that the old way of
standing in front of students to lecture them doesn’t
work anymore. Yet many teachers resist change.
The fact that most teachers are white and female can
set up cultural clashes, especially for black males.
Those conflicts often lead to suspensions and expulsions, which contribute to students giving up on school.
Indiana ranks number one in the nation in the rate of
suspensions and among the top 10 in expulsions. Blacks
account for 18 suspensions per 100 elementary students,
six times that of whites, according to a study by IU’s
Skiba and M. Karega Rausch. By middle school, the rate
of suspension for blacks is five times that of whites.
For failing students, there aren’t many places to turn.
Alternative schools such as IPS’ Pacers Academy can
help some students. Yet a 2003 University of Minnesota
study points out that there are few data on alternative
schools’ performance.
All of this has severe consequences, not only for students but the state itself. Stan Jones, Indiana’s commissioner of higher education, can’t see “how we can move
forward” until the dropout crisis is abated.
He’s right. Indiana can’t.
Next: The state’s failure to keep students in
school damages Indiana’s economy.

the Westin Hotel Downtown.
Now entering invoices for Burlington
Coat Factory, Johnson, at age 41, realizes an education is “like almost a passport” to better jobs. So she attends
GED prep courses with her husband at
the Indiana Opportunities Industrialization Centers State Council.
A better job isn’t the only reason
why she’s back for her GED. She also
wants to motivate her eight — soon to
be nine — grandchildren to stay in
school. Says Johnson: “At least if I have
something to show for it, it keeps them
going.”

“If a student goes to
an IPS high school,
they’re forced to
attend a
dropout
factory. By
sending them
there, it’s
almost guaranteed
they’ll fail.’’
Jose Evans,
Director, Black and Latino
Policy Institute

About the series

Sunday: State and local
educators claim 90 percent
of students graduate from
high school. Reality is far
more dismal.
Monday: Indianapolis
Public Schools operates
some of the worst dropout
factories in the nation.
Tuesday: Graduation
rates are low in several suburban Marion County
school districts.
Wednesday: In Indianapolis and across the nation, more black males are
dropping out of high school
than graduating.
Today: IPS hopes to turn
around its failing high
schools by adopting a small
schools strategy. But the
achievement gap begins to
develop early, and by the
time students are in high
school many believe they
can never catch up.
Friday: More than
20,000 students who drop
out every year in Indiana
are an economic drain on
the state and its cities.
Saturday: Educators say
the challenge of turning
dropout factories into centers of excellence falls
heavily on teachers.
Sunday: Community
leaders must engage in honest discussion about how to
remedy the dropout epidemic.

