N.Y. PRINCIPAL OFFERS MODEL FOR CLOSING TESTING GAPS

4/8/2004; Kristen King; THE VIRGINIAN-PILOT 

Try telling George Albano you can't demand parental involvement. 

When Albano became principal of Lincoln Elementary in Mount Vernon, N.Y., 25 years ago, he knew that getting parents active would be crucial to getting students to achieve. But only 70 percent attended teacher conferences. 

So he made a new rule: no conference, no report card. Then he made a gesture: If a parent couldn't make it during the day, he'd meet them at 6 a.m. or 9 p.m. or on weekends. 

This year, only one of his 792 students' report cards sits unclaimed. The hold out is threatening a lawsuit, and the school system's attorney has warned that the parent has a solid case. 

Bring it on, Albano says. 

He may even countersue, charging the parent with educational neglect. "Parents have to have high expectations of you, but you have to have high expectations of parents," he said. "Work as a team, and the school is successful." 

Albano says this with such vehemence that you want to believe it's true. Then he produces test scores that say you have to. From 1999 to 2001, the gap between black and white students' performance on New York's state assessments shrunk from 17 points to 14 to five. Last year, 97 percent of students of all races met state standards in English and math; 99 percent did so in 2002. 

With 60 percent minority students and 51 percent receiving lunch subsidies, an indicator of low income, Lincoln is one of the few schools nationally that has sealed the achievement gap. 

In South Hampton Roads, there was just one of nearly 200 schools where black students scored as well as white students last year on both reading and math Standards of Learning tests. That was Kemps Landing Magnet, a school for gifted middle schoolers in Virginia Beach, where 5 percent of students are black and 5 percent receive lunch subsidies. 

The Education Trust, a national organization working to close achievement gaps, has marked Albano's school as an example for other systems to follow. Albano's mission has been "to show people it can be done." 

His advice to other principals starts with setting a simple mission - that all children can learn - and sticking to a simple formula. A third of principals' time should be spent on routine management like lunch duty, a third on resolving crises like broken heaters, and a third on improvements like staff development and grant writing. 

In too many urban schools, he said, "the principal spends the day in normal routine things or crisis management, and the children who need it the most don't get the improvements." 

Ronald O. Ross, Mount Vernon's former superintendent and now a senior fellow at the National Urban League, would advice principals to look to Albano. "You can't oversimplify it, but it always starts with leadership," Ross said. 

A round 58-year-old who doesn't stand much taller than some of his students, Albano is a whirl of ideas. He's the kind of principal who calls Juilliard in search of a music teacher, asks a private school to donate new computers and finds a grant to fund an inflatable planetarium so his children can study astronomy. 

Albano doesn't always make friends with his no-nonsense, no-excuses attitude. His school has been visited plenty by the media, he said, but never by his own School Board. He knows how to play politics but isn't always willing: He once had a board member's son removed from his staff. 

"A principal - I don't want to say break the rules - but must be able to work around the rules if it's not in the child's best interest," he said. 

It's that flexibility that's often first to go in the age of accountability, Albano said, but principals must be strong enough to hold on to it. 

"Schools should work for everyone, and the sad thing is they're not," he said. "Guess what: We haven't moved too far forward from Brown versus Board of Education, 50 years later. Keep making excuses and guess what: When your grandchildren go to school, it will still be that way." 

Reach Kristen King at 222-5104 or kristen.king pilotonline.com 

CAPTION(S): 

PHOTO 

JENNIFER SZYMASZEK 

George Albano, principal of Lincoln Elementary School in Mount Vernon, N.Y., watches a group of fourth-graders conducting a science experiment with fresh water and salt water. 
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