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ts choose their classes for the fall. Bennet

had planned the day in the hope of generating some ex-
citement about the next academic year, and the South
counsellors seemed capable of carrying out his directive.
Led by a silver-haired woman with a voice made for bed-
time stories, they met with Julissa and the other students
one by one, asking about their hopes for the future (ca-
reers in massage therapy figured large); analyzing tran-
scripts for glimmers of academic strength; and gently
advocating college-prep coursework for students who
asked questions like “European history—so what's that
about?” and “lIs geology the thing with the maps?”

“I think you're ready for more of a challenge,” they
insisted to student after student, a few of whom stiffened
and shrugged. But, leaving the room, Julissa and most
of her classmates felt pleased in their choice of classes,
and of school. “Lady was banging,” concluded a boy
who had shaved notches in his eyebrows, to indicate
the gang he belonged to. “And South ain’t no ghetto
school, either.” The counsellors, however, looked
aghast. A hundred and sixty-eight Manual students were
scheduled to attend South that fall. A hundred and five
of them hadn’t shown up.

Down the hall, counsellors from other high schools
were meeting their incoming students, though not all the
welcomes were warm. An influx of terrible students can
quickly turn a school that has been making decent
progress by the standards of No Child Left Behind into
a failing institution.

Norberto had chosen North High, five miles from
home, because it was where the cheerful retired major
who ran his ].R.O.T.C. program was being transferred. He
didn’'t know that Bennet was hinting he might close
North, too, barring swift, dramatic improvement that
Norberto and the other incoming Manualites were un-
likely to spur. The North counsellors examined no tran-
scripts and asked few questions about goals, and, when
a special-ed student wandered in bouncing a basketball,
an irritated counsellor shooed him out and shut the class-
room door. The door automatically locked, and soon
other aspiring North students were milling in the hallway,
unable to get in. This lockout ran counter to Bennet's
hopes, but it seemed to fulfill the students’” expectations.
As a rule, strangers weren’t eager to meet them.

Three days earlier, their prom had taken place in a
suburban hotel whose gift shop sold Rolaids and Liberty
Bell paperweights stamped “Denver.” The conference
room where they danced was bleak—the decorating
committee had funds for only twenty balloons—so
excitement built at the discovery, down a hallway by
the check-in counter, of a fountain in a grotto of plastic



rhododendrons. This display was intended as a back-
drop for wedding and quinceaiiera photographs, and
the teen-agers headed over to pose. However, their or-
ange stilettos, blue Mohawks, snake-head canes, and
trilbies with two-foot-long feathers startled the tourists
arriving at check-in, and the manager had a word with
a Manual principal. The students left the grotto just as
those locked out of the classroom now shrugged and
headed for the exits: coolly, as if this outcome had been
their choice.

The Denver Public Schools headquarters is a gray hulk
on Grant Street, downtown, in the geographic limbo be-
tween the Governor’s Mansion and the titanium rhom-
boids of the Denver Art Museum. The central feature of
the superintendent’s office, on the top floor, is a shiny
conference table; on it, during a meeting shortly after reg-
istration day, lay piles of spreadsheets and the increas-
ingly weary head of Michael Bennet.

Despite the controversy, Bennet had, by the end of
his first school year, built up a fan base of sorts. Princi-
pals, initially skeptical of his reforms, now seemed en-
thusiastic, and Comcast, Whole Foods, Crate and Barrel,
and the city’s business élite had helped raise five mil-
lion dollars—a record amount—toward their imple-
mentation. The Denver Post and the Rocky Mountain
News were following his progress closely and intelli-
gently, and Bill Clinton would soon show up at one of
Bennet’s training workshops for principals, to cheer
them on. The plan to rescue the Manual students, on
the other hand, was a bust. “Wait,” Bennet told his
aides when he lifted his head from the table. “Can you
just tell me what the biggest problem is?” A senior
adviser, Brad Jupp, replied, “The answer to that is that
every problem sucks.”

The rescue plan depended heavily on mentors, of
whom Bennet had recruited nearly two hundred and
fifty in two months with the help of local nonprofit
organizations. Mostly white professionals, and many
experienced in mentoring, they were prepared to
follow their assigned children until the end of 2006,
when the students would theoretically be settled in
their new schools. But suspicion ran so deep among
the students that half of them refused the offer. And the
children who did accept mentors barely saw them, be-
cause the schools forbade private meetings until the
adults had gone through lengthy criminal-background
checks. In the interim, more students dropped out of
the program, and even ice-cream socials weren't
luring them back.
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plaintive. He rose from the conference tahle, phoned an-
other top administrator, and sent him off to|Manual, too.
There were five hundred and fifty-eight students now left
at Manual, and many citizens saw the fate of those
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sincerity of his commitment to minority kifs.

After a semester of being yelled at by Jlissa and her
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In a neighborhood whose stores were fronted with or-
ange banners—"Glass Pipes for Sale!!”"—the odds were




