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as sophomores. “Nobody in America should have to go
to a school like that,” he told his wife that night. A few
months later, when he had in hand a commissioned
study of the school’s dim prospects, he told his school
board, “We shouldn’t let any more students enroll
there.” Board members agreed, and went further: the
current students shouldn’t stay and languish, either. In
February, as a warning to the dozens of other schools
in the district that were failing to properly educate poor
and minority children—and with little warning to
students and neighborhood residents—the board
moved, with Bennet's approval, to shut down Manual
at the end of the semester. It was an admission, Bennet
said, of a school district’s absolute failure.

Bennet has an open, lightly freckled face, and an air
of capable good spirits—qualities that only partly mask
the intensity and severity of his judgments. (Even asleep,
his wife had noticed, he issued orders, as if crisply
directing his dreams.) His arguments occasionally got
ahead of themselves, with interpretations that outran the
facts, but this was not, in the main, a careless tendency.
It was the practice of an overachiever. He liked to an-
nounce improbable goals, then defy expectations of
failure. Among the challenges that now intrigued him
were the six hundred students of Manual High.

Other ambitious superintendents admit privately that
radical reform has collateral costs, and that students
like Norberto bear them. Compared with pliable second
graders, teen-agers are a poor investment, and districts
routinely write off the worst performers. (In fact, in the
age of the all-determining standardized test, nudging in-
different high-school students to drop out before exam
day is one way for administrators to boost their test
scores.) At first, Bennet seemed to advocate a write-off
as well: offering to give Manual students free trans-
portation to a nearby high school that was almost as
bad. When school-board members objected, though, he
began to give the matter more thought.

The teen-agers’ educational deficiencies would not
be easily corrected; to judge by state assessments
through the years, many hadn’t had a decent year of
schooling in their lives. But he decided that, with
aggressive help, some futures might still be improved.
Under Bennet’s new plan, the Manual children would
choose from an array of better high schools across the
city, and be offered mentors, summer remedial courses,
and academic counselling to ease the transition. Com-
puter programs would track their performance—a failed
test here, a week of unexplained absence there—and
identify those who might need extra help.



This approach was shrewd politics, some of Bennet's
peers in the city’s élite observed. Otherwise, in some
future campaign ad, he'd be the rich guy who stole the
futures of six hundred poor children. A futile gesture, said
the Manual teachers, who predicted many dropouts and
fleeting public concern. The term “moral obligation”
was also suggested as an explanation of Bennet’s inter-
est, mostly by the superintendent himself. Whatever the
motivation, for the rest of 2006 the wholly inexperienced
Bennet found himself trying to prove that teen-agers like
Norberto were not lost causes of educational reform.
Among his doubters were the children themselves.

When Norberto was upset, he fell silent. It was a habit
he despised in himself, and one that his friend and class-
mate Julissa Torrez did not share. When she was in dis-
tress, words flew from her like sparks, and this made the
weeks following the Manual decision less depressing to
the student body than they might have been. A hundred-
pound former cheerleader, Julissa had been changing—
flattening her ringlets under knit caps and bandannas.
She no longer wore saucy outfits, and no longer smiled
on command. Instead, she wrote clipped, angry poems.
Before the Manual decision, these works had typically
addressed the males she was falling for (“I'm one con-
fused Virgo, and not ashamed to say it, because | always
choose the boys with downfalls”) and the world in which
she and Norberto were growing up:

Go home be ashamed

foodstamps to medicaid

poor slang hustlas

we are all each other customers

boys go from apple jacks to weed sacks fast.

In February, though, she addressed her poems to
Superintendent Bennet. One couplet conveyed neatly
the sentiments of Norberto and the rest of the student
body, some of whom were so attached to Manual that,
upon enrolling, they’d carved its initials into their skin:

You might as well put us in jail
because your plan sets us all up to fail.

When Bennet arrived at Manual for a community
meeting one winter evening, Julissa summoned the old
cheerleader bravado, stood, and read one such poem
“right to his face.” When she finished, a hundred and
thirty people cheered, and the next day her words were
in the Rocky Mountain News. It was the beginning of a
season—brief, it turned out—when strangers seemed to
hang on what Manual students had to say.

Katherine Boo / Expecta

The high point, Julissa and Norbertd
was February 17th—the day that the stu
down icy streets to the superintendent’s
of cameramen beside them, demandin
stay open. Julissa wept, and punched t
human beings, not animals to be te
screamed. “l am successful, whatey
Norberto, coatless and freezing, stood at
holding a sign that someone had put
Education activists from a nonprofit organ
town were energetically backing the reb)
ing reporters with tips and students wit
said “Not My Choice.” Most of the Mand
ported the protest, too, in part because th
at Bennet, who had publicly declared th
ure, and in part because they feared for tf
a Manual principal named Tim Harp p
these kids in a regular school—well, I ha
they’re going to get punked. And th
coming.”

Before long, some of the city’s blag
joined the movement. Criticizing schoo
think “they know more about what we nej
dren than we do,” the clergyman who hes
Metro Denver Ministerial Alliance ralli
“stand up like Rosa Parks sat down,” an

New Hope Baptist Church called Bennet a

“latter-day representatives of the Ku Kl
education of white children would not
summarily disrupted, the ministers argue|
rallies ended with renditions of “We Sha
the words to which Norberto and Juliss
and civil-rights lawyers began to hang
ever, Bennet and the school board didn’t
the end of April, with other outrages pre
oning, the television reporters, minister
moved on.

The students were as perplexed about
the community’s attention as they’d beer
it in the first place, but there wasn’t mug
plaining. Julissa had two sisters at Manug
who was to be valedictorian, and one a th
grader named Ashley, whose advice to sc
succinct: “We have to get over losing this

we're going to be losing things all our lives
Norberto agreed with this assessment, f

to his academic routine. As a student, he|
the middle of his junior class. Many o
Manual, however, assumed that his
lower—a poor opinion for which he bl

tipns 395

ter agreed,
ts marched
ice, a crew
b that Manual
he air. “We're
¢ on!” she
et | you say!”
e periphery,
his hands.
zation down-
on, provid-
stickers that

el
o

= =

[~d
g

can see it

k|leaders had
officials who
edl for our chil-
1ds the Greater
ed| citizens to
d the pastor of

ux|Klan.” The
ave been so
d] Community
||Overcome,”
a didn’t know,
A und. How-
dge, and by
ably beck-
,|and lawyers

why they'd lost

about having
h| tse in com-
|,|one, Zerina,
ouightful ninth
aolmates was

e adults at
grades were
ed himself.




