Excerpt from “It’s Being Done” by Karin Chenoweth

Lincoln Elementary School in Mount Vernon, New York, has performed toward the top of the state for long enough that its performance hardly seems remarkable anymore.

When the preliminary results from the 2005 state English Language Arts teat showed that 96 percent of the fourth-grade students scored at or above state standards, the staff was pleased, but their only surprise was about the student who did not do well.  “I know he can do the work, I guess he just had a bad day,” said his teacher, Mary Anderson.  Some years – such as 2004 – no one has a bad day and 100 percent of students meet or exceed state standards.

Few people expect schools like Lincoln to perform at such a high level.  A large school, it has 800 or so students, 43 percent of whom are African American and 21 percent Latino.  Forty-one percent receive free lunch and another 11 percent received reduced-priced lunch, a measure of poverty.  Twenty-seven percent of the children – more than 200 – are limited-English speakers (the most common language among non-English speakers is Brazilian Portuguese, but students also speak Spanish, Korean, Russian, French, Creole, and Chinese).

Lincoln’s performance on state tests is the least of it, though.  Performance in chess matches is just as valued – chess trophies stack up at the entrance to the school, a mark of the many competitions students win.  Art fills the first-floor hallways, and so does the sound of classical music.  Students love to show off their reading and writing, which is posted throughout the school, and they enjoy playing a version of stump-the-guest with different vocabulary words.  At the school’s science fair, projects range from the usual elementary school plant-growing projects to much more sophisticated engineering projects demonstrating the feasibility of magnetic transportation and molecular separation.

Ask the teachers what makes Lincoln special, and they say the principal.  As the principal, George Albano, and he says that he manages the school in such a way that teachers can do their best.
