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ground.”

Now, though, all of Denver seemed to know that the
Manual classes that Norberto had struggled to pass were
laughably easy, and he felt a little foolish. “I think
Bennet makes our school look bad to make himself
look good,” he said. “Though when he says we should
go to college, maybe that really is for our betterness. But
what if I'm not smart enough anymore, to get that far?”
There was something a teacher said in the days of
protest: The world needed followers, too.

Julissa didn’t have the same academic anxieties. A
student-government leader who was second in her class
and whose mother made sure that she stayed there, she
was confident even in Honors World Literature, which
she called “my college-hard course.” Although the
books that the teacher assigned were set in crazy places,
she made connections with ease, and the lesson of the
failed Manual protest seemed similar to something that
she’d recently written in an essay on “Things Fall Apart,”
by the Nigerian novelist Chinua Achebe: “Getting beat
down help in the future because it breaks you to do
whats right instead of fallowing the crowd.”

The average high-school student today is weaker
academically than the average high-school student of
1950. This phenomenon is often ascribed to declining
standards and the degradation of culture, but democ-
ratization has been a factor, too. We now expect pub-
lic high schools to offer academics—the foundation of
college work—to more, and more kinds of, children. In
the past twenty years, the number of high-school stu-
dents who say that they expect to finish college has dou-
bled, to more than seventy-five per cent, with the largest
gains shown by the urban poor. On the other hand, the
increase in the number of students who actually finish
college is less than ten per cent.

When George W. Bush promoted his No Child Left
Behind plan in the 2000 Presidential campaign, he said
that he wanted to realize more of those aspirations, by
subverting “the soft bigotry of low expectations.” The
formulation had a pleasing moral simplicity, and, in the



years since, the repudiation of low academic standards
for low-income and minority children has become
dogma for both the left and the right. However, the av-
erage tenure of a superintendent in a large, high-poverty
district is twenty-eight months, a statistic that suggests
the practical and political difficulty of actually raising
standards and then helping children to meet them.

Last May, in Michael Bennet’s eleventh month on the
job, he grasped more of its contradictions: for instance,
that one way to avoid charges of racism was to continue
to neglect bad schools for minority children. But he
had been conditioned to see salutary effects in a great,
public-spirited challenge. In his childhood home and at
his high school—St. Albans, a private boys’ school in
Washington, D.C.—ideas about privilege and obligation
were typically linked. His grandfather had been an eco-
nomic adviser in Franklin Roosevelt’s Administration.
His father ran the U.S. Agency for International Devel-
opment under Jimmy Carter before assuming the pres-
idency of National Public Radio and, later, of Wesleyan
University. Such a lineage exposed a boy to certain pos-
sibilities, and Michael had done well by them. Now, ap-
plying himself to children who had self-perpetuating
birthrights of their own, he was undaunted by the fact
that more experienced superintendents had failed at re-
forms less ambitious than his. “Well, one of these days
someone’s going to pull it off,” Bennet said to me last
spring. “Besides, | really don’t see how you can hold
both propositions to be true: that these urban public
schools aren't fixable and that the America of a decade
or two from now is going to be a place where any of us
would want to live.”

One Sunday morning shortly after the Manual protest
movement sputtered, he took this relative optimism to a
Presbyterian church in a neighborhood called Park Hill,
where the houses are large and gabled and the tree
canopy—oaks, buckeyes—stands at a healthy fifteen per
cent. Thirty-five years earlier, Park Hill’s white residents
had moved to keep minority children out of the com-
munity’s public schools, leading to the first Supreme
Court case to recognize the right of Latinos to a deseg-
regated education. The 1973 case, Keyes v. School Dis-
trict No. 1, had helped change the character of Park Hill
as well as civil-rights law, and the neighborhood was
now one of the most progressive and civic-minded in
Denver. The Denver public schools, though, were like
most urban school districts across the country: as segre-
gated as they were in the nineteen-sixties.
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