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On March 16, I was scheduled to appear on the Joey Reynolds show with Mount Vernon elementary school principal George Albano to discuss the state of public education as well as the film I produced and directed, The War on Kids.  George Albano is a close friend of Joey Reynolds and both Joey and the show’s producers have long sung praises about him and his school.

Before our appearance together, George Albano invited me to tour his school.  Because of scheduling constraints due to my obligations as a teaching assistant at Harvard University where I am also enrolled as a graduate student, we had to set up the walk-through on the day of the show.  Principal Albano’s school is located in Mount Vernon which is noted for being the only city in all of Westchester to have a predominantly minority population.  Like many cities, it also has a struggling school system.

When he took over, the elementary school was in dismal shape in terms of quality of education and the climate in general.  Test scores were abysmal and the school wasn’t safe.  For all the virtually insurmountable difficulties Albano was presented with, he did have a building that was constructed by a progressive minded community in the 1970’s who, at that time, had made some meager attempts at reforming education.  The exterior of the building is that of a typical institution.  Inside, however, were details that one would consider essential in any place where one would spend the bulk of their waking hours, but which are frequently absent at many, if not most, public schools.  These include the presence of such “luxuries” as carpeting and warm lighting.  Additionally surprising was the concept of classrooms without walls on one of the floors.  

What struck me immediately about Albano upon meeting him was his boundless energy and beaming affectionate nature.  After all of his years working in schools, clearly neither of these had diminished.  One exceptional skill to which he readily confesses is his capacity to identify extraordinary nascent talent in others.  His greatest skill; however, is his capacity to build community.  In addition to the warm environment in the school, Albano consistently reaches out and has brought in established and accomplished artists and writers to his school to perform for the students.  In only two years, Albano was able to make dramatic changes as evidenced by the disposition of the children and the quality of the work they produced and continue to produce.  The short stories written by the school’s second graders that I saw rivaled the output of very capable middle school students from other public schools and were better than what many students in high school often produce.  There was no need for lockers or security because there was no theft.  Albano constructed a culture founded on respect within the school that was invariably superior to the home life of many of the students there.

Albano has been remarkably successful in providing his students with superior skills in the subjects taught at schools -- and even other fields such as chess – and, on occasion, he has succeeded in exposing them to cultural performances of the highest caliber.  He delights in the happiness and success of his students and was amused by my observation that he considers children to be “well-behaved” when they are actively involved upon being challenged as opposed to the standard model of being docile and obedient.  Albano is rightfully proud of his accomplishments which are founded on his pride in his students’ accomplishments.  For all this success, however, it would not be accurate to presume that other schools could become like his, or that his school is the ideal society should be striving for.

What is essential to understand is that George Albano is an exception.  Super educators/administrators are rare breeds who, as a rule, give up working in the school system much earlier than their counterparts.  Because they do not follow protocol, they come under a great deal of pressure from a system that does not have the desire or the capacity for change.  Albano has faced, and continues to face, these pressures, and often considers retiring.  The principals at the ten other elementary schools in Mount Vernon have no interest wanting to emulate Albano’s approach and the fact of the matter is that his methods might not necessarily take hold in many towns outside of Mount Vernon.  One of the features there is its large immigrant population which lacks a strong cultural footing that would instill the residents with aggressively entrenched beliefs on how schools should be run.  The absence of this affords Albano with a degree of liberty he might not have elsewhere where parents and school boards would insist on certain practices that they believe are appropriate regardless of their efficacy.

Albano has conceded that he expects after he finally does retire that his school, over time, will become like the other under-performing ones in the city.  His legacy is not the school, but the many students who have fulfilling lives because they took advantage of opportunities they otherwise would not have had.  Albano’s success is not based on the realization of the promise and potential of public schools, but rather the efforts of a man struggling against a dysfunctional system.

Certain demands of public school systems frustrate Albano and impede education.  The arrival of a new Superintendent of Schools in Mount Vernon a few years ago brought an obsession with an inordinate amount of absurd assessments.  The kids are constantly tested and most recently Albano had to cancel the Science Fair due to these intrusive and unrelenting requirements.  This remarkable school-wide Science Fair had been a tradition at Lincoln School for over thirty years.  As with all public schools, the students are isolated from the community and outside world and are essentially locked up all day for five days a week.  Visitors have to come to them, since they may almost never leave the grounds during school hours.  This may be the norm in America, but it is not healthy for children or society.
At Albano’s school, students make numerous cultural arts field trips each year to places such as Carnegie Hall, museums, Broadway plays, etc.  Mandates from the superintendent will likely limit these activities in the future.  Such a reaction would be consistent with other schools across the country where events such as these are often frowned on because many communities believe education only takes place inside of a classroom and cultural events are wasted time. 

As respectful and exceptional as the educators are that Albano found, with the new leadership policies implemented in the school district, the school is threatened with become indistinguishable from others.  Appreciation of the arts sensibly woven into the academic curriculum has now been virtually eliminated and love of learning has been stifled.  The dynamics are becoming more and more authoritarian based, and test grades play a roll in mediating and reinforcing that.  Students’ days are regimented whereby they have no time to pursue interests that may be independent of lessons taught nor can they study in greater depth something that had been taught.  Social efficiency must prevail.  Students also have no time to process and integrate information or develop a rich inner life.  That they run out of energy to concentrate later in the day such that work becomes unproductive is irrelevant, since the dictates of school require they be there for a fixed number of hours regardless of wasted time.
Although Albano is the only administrator to challenge the new direction of the district’s leadership, at times he feels his 40-year plus incredibly superior approach to the education of all children is in danger of being discarded.  He fears students’ days will go back to the model of regimentation with no enrichment.  Albano tries to work around these features of school, but they are inescapable and fundamentally detrimental.

It is a mistake to use the future success of some students who endure the system to discount the debilitating aspects of schooling and an even graver error to ascribe a causal relation by arguing that the oppressive nature of school is somehow responsible for future achievement.  It is also a profound mistake to point to the exception and declare that it could become the rule.  Albano is a fluke and his students are extremely fortunate.  The lesson should not be that he represents the potential for schools, but rather that every so often unique creative and caring individuals, under specific conditions, are able to achieve remarkable things in spite of being restricted by an institution that strives to undermine their efforts.  The lesson we should take from George Albano is that without the institution and within a new social construct, many of the thousands of capable and dedicated educators who want to make a difference could flourish whereby he would cease to be such an exception.

[image: image2.png]



Cevin Soling
