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	Community leaders, elected officials and volunteers have all put their time and effort into the Blackstone Elementary School’s transformation.    (Source:Kate Vander Wiede) 


	


Disappointment, surprise, meet Zrike’s announcement

When the news of Steve Zrike’s resignation broke in the South End News Tuesday night, the immediate response was shock - and anger.

"That’s what he does...," user Al Rocksalot said on the South End News Facebook page Tuesday night, "he goes to a new school, does a little good then leaves without finishing the job. Good luck Chicago."

"He should be ashamed of himself," South Ender John Keith added. "... Apparently, it wasn’t a good fit but was it not such a good fit that he had to bail so quickly? Doubtful. I’ve had terrible jobs. We all have."

As the word wound its way through the neighborhood, disappointment reigned.

"It’s a blow to the neighborhood," said Liz Steinhauser, the priest associate and director of youth programs at St. Stephen’s Episcopal Church, located just down the street from the Blackstone on Shawmut Ave. St. Stephens spearheaded an effort in September to transform the school’s library, and has had multiple teams of volunteers work with the school.

Steinhauser said that she’d had a little more advance warning - teachers and staff had mentioned something about the news to her and her staff over the weekend. 

"We are very disappointed and discouraged by the news of Steve Zrike departure," she said.

Zrike suggested Tuesday afternoon that his departure would have no bearing on the school’s ability to succeed.

"This has not been a one principal, one-person show, it’s never been about that," Zrike said. "... The teachers are the ones who are really driving this school and that is why if feel really confident in the direction of this school."

"I believe that," agreed Rushing over the phone Tuesday night. "But that is what makes a great principal. That is what a good principal is supposed to do."

Rushing said he wasn’t surprised by the job offer Zrike got. But he was surprised that Zrike took it.

"He couldn’t not know that he’d be offered jobs like this," Rushing said, noting that Zrike’s background clearly indicated he was eventually planning to head his career in a different direction than principal. Zrike studied to be an urban superintendent at Harvard, finishing his dissertation this May. 

But Rushing said Zrike should have been better prepared for the situation.

"I think that he should understand that to take this job ... he should put that off. ’I’ll go get the great job in a year and a half,’" Rushing said. "These jobs are going to be around for a longtime. Schools are in bad shape around the whole country."

But according to superintendent Johnson, Zrike saw the opportunity as a "once-in-a-lifetime" kind of offer.

For Steinhauser and Rushing, the most important thing now is for the transition in leadership to go smoothly. 

That transition will be helped in part by City Year, an organization that transforms schools and communities. City Year installed 13 volunteers, or core members, with the Blackstone in September. They core members have each paired with a team of underperforming students, installed in classrooms and have started an afterschool program called Starfish for 100 students. 

"I think our core is very focused on working with the kids and the leadership is phenomenal and [we’re] trusting BPS will make sure that’s the case," said Sandra Lopez Burke, City Year’s executive director and vice president. "Our core members are going to be working hard to get students into school on time and ready to learn ... regardless of who the principal is."

While Steinhauser said Zrike deserves credit for "assembling a phenomenal team of teachers and administrators," she and Rushing both said parents and teachers need to be a part of choosing a new principal - a sentiment Johnson agrees with.

"It would be very easy for another leader to come in and for the momentum ... to get sidetracked or halted," Steinhauser said. "That can’t happen. What is happening at that school is too important ... to have a leader there that is not going to continue the turnaround process that was started."

Read what Zrike had to say about his resignation here.

The Blackstone Elementary School, 380 Shawmut Ave., will host a meeting for parents on Tuesday, Dec. 14 from 5 to 7:30 p.m.


Moving forward
by Kate Vander Wiede
MySouthEnd.com Contributor
Wednesday Dec 15, 2010
	[image: image4.jpg]




	Parents offered suggestions to the school and the superintendent after the formal meeting ended.    (Source:Kate Vander Wiede) 


	


Blackstone parent meeting focuses on success for the future, next steps

Nearly seventy parents, teachers and community partners packed into the Blackstone Elementary School cafeteria Tuesday night to hear what is next for the school.

Steve Zrike, who was appointed in April and started in July, was the first to speak. Having announced his resignation last week, Zrike focused most of his time explaining how the teachers he brought on - he hired close to 85% of them - would be able to continue the school’s momentum toward success after he leaves. As someone translated to Spanish, Zrike touched on why he felt taking a job in Chicago was the right thing to do.

"My wife and I, and I have a baby daughter too, ... we felt it was the right decision for our family," he said, explaining that as his "dream" is to one day lead a school district as superintendent, he was headed in the right direction with his new job.

Zrike will be taking a job as assistant superintendent in the Chicago school system, overseeing 25 schools and 19,000 students. Zrike’s last day at the Blackstone is Dec. 23.

But Tuesday night was not about Zrike. Instead, it was a night of discussion on how to move forward successfully while keeping the changes Zrike and his team implemented in place. Those changes have included adding before and after school programs, tightening attendance policies, adding home visits, and staging interventions for underperforming students.

Heather Gorman, a 14-year teacher at the Blackstone, and a teacher-leader, called Zrike’s departure "a bump in the road."

"I want to assure you that teachers and staff are still dedicated to your families and your students," she said.

Lisa Lineweaver, a Blackstone staff member facilitating for the evening, said their highest priority was a smooth transition in leadership.

"We as adults may have uncertainty. We may wonder, we may worry," she said. "But for our students, we want things to continue smoothly so their focus is on learning."

Not a loud or boisterous crowd, attendees mostly listened throughout the meeting.

A contentious moment did arise when a teen from St. Stephen’s Episcopal Church raised his hand to ask a question. Having arrived late with a group of other teens, after Zrike’s speech, the young adult directed his inquiry to the principal.

"Do you not realize how you are affecting the children?" he asked.

Zrike offered an answer.

"I care deeply about the children here," Zrike said. "I also feel incredibly good about the state of the school ... about what these students have gotten and what they will receive provided the work continues like we started."

Boston Public School’s Chief Accountability Officer and the supervisor of Turnaround Schools Frank Barnes attended the meeting to tell parents what would happen next. 

After congratulating Zrike on his new job and wishing him well, Barnes said superintendent Dr. Carol Johnson would choose an interim principal in the next few weeks. Then, in a longer process, she would choose a replacement. A team of two or three teacher-leaders and the same number of parents will be asked to interview finalists that Johnson chooses, Barnes said, and offer their recommendation on who should be hired to the superintendent.

He noted Johnson would ultimately make the final decision, as she "is held accountable for the success of the school."

A co-chair of the school’s parent council asked whether the interim principal would end up being the final principal. It was a question that shed some light on how BPS is viewing Zrike’s departure, despite their stated excitement for his opportunity.

"What we anticipate is that anyone we want to lead the school permanently likely has a job already," Barnes said, noting they also wanted to make sure they had time to find the right candidate in the right way. 

"So let me say this. I am happy for Dr. Zrike," Barnes continued, pausing. "I am not happy with the City of Chicago because that is not how you do business. I am not going to put other people’s kids in the same place your kids are. Two wrongs don’t make a right. ... We are not going to do what Chicago did."

To that, a resounding applause filled the room

The meeting was also a chance for parents to voice their opinion. Attendees were asked to gather in groups to give suggestions on what they want in a new principal, what the school can do better and what the school should keep doing well. Though many parents went home at this point with their children, others stayed to share their ideas.

While the meeting was, overwhelming, a positive one, at least one parent was worried about the future. Emilia Morales, mother of two students, said she was concerned about what will actually happen versus what officials are saying will happen.

"They could say a lot of things, but it could be something else," she said.

Liz Steinhauser, the priest associate and director of youth programs at St. Stephen’s, said many parents share that concern. But she said until Zrike came along, those parents didn’t have a voice in the school system. Going forward in choosing a new school leader, Steinhauser said it was "critical" parents continue to be included.

"We really need to have another principal who cares as deeply about parent engagement, teacher leaderships and community involvement as Dr. Zrike does," she said.
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	After Harvard Pilgrim Health Care, the Celtics and City Year volunteers spent Sept. 10 transforming the Blackstone’s school yard, 2nd Suffolk State Senator Sonia Chang-Diaz, 9th Suffolk State Representation Byron Rushing and 3rd Suffolk State Representative Aaron Michlewitz came out to thank volunteers and join in the official ribbon cutting celebration.    (Source:Kate Vander Wiede) 


	


At the beginning of December, the principal of the Blackstone Elementary School, Steve Zrike, shocked the community when he announced his resignation. Having accepted a position in the Chicago school system, Zrike’s last day at the Blackstone was Dec. 23.

The school, which serves students from preschool to fifth grade, has seen a whirlwind of change this year after it was named a "turnaround" school in 2009 and designated for a "fresh start" in March. Persistent low Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment System (MCAS) scores over the past six years meant the "fresh start" designation was a chance for the Blackstone to turn things around.

As a part of the designation, the 12-year principal Mildred Ruiz-Allen was removed and replaced by Zrike. All staff were required to reapply for their jobs, and only 15% of the original staff were still there when school reopened in September. 

Zrike seemed the perfect choice for the job. Though his dream was to become an urban superintendent one day, the English and Spanish speaker was an enthusiastic and excited to be a part of the turnaround process.

Zrike and a group of local leaders determined four reasons the school had failed and set about to make changes. They created a way for teachers to intervene with struggling students, they created a plan to help teachers instruct students struggling with English, they desegregated the students with disabilities from the rest of the school and they began to track attendance, and work with parents to get students to school on time.

He brought together a stellar team of teachers, some who came from around the country to work with the school, and made it a priority to pair with community organizations and partners. 

"I fully know that I can’t do it by myself," Zrike said at an August community partners meeting. "The idea of a hero principal or hero staff - it doesn’t exist, it doesn’t happen. We’re not going to be able to do this alone."

Zrike repeated this idea when explaining why his departure from the Blackstone wouldn’t affect the school’s ability to succeed.

"You don’t build school systems through a few talented people. It’s the recruitment of strong people that have a track record with students that struggle," he said in early December, adding, "I didn’t come up with [all the changes and programs]. It wasn’t me. It was the team that I have here - they came up with those things. They own that, not me."

Despite community members’ belief that the Blackstone could still be successful in a future without Zrike, many were thoroughly disappointed with the outgoing principal.

"He couldn’t not know that he’d be offered jobs like this," 9th Suffolk State Representative Byron Rushing said. 

Rushing said Zrike should have been prepared to turn job offers down when he took the job as Blackstone principal. Zrike finished his dissertation in May at Harvard, where he was studying to be an urban superintendent.

"... I think that he should understand that to take this job ... he should put that off," Rushing added. "These jobs are going to be around for a longtime. Schools are in bad shape around the whole country."

"It’s a blow to the neighborhood," agreed Liz Steinhauser, the priest associate and director of youth programs at St. Stephen’s Episcopal Church. St. Stephen’s had been a part of a two-day September service day project, in which the school’s yard and library had been completely transformed by a coalition of over 200 volunteers.

That weekend, a true bright spot in the school’s difficult year, left the Blackstone shining. Volunteers painted foursquare play areas on the sidewalk; others decorated a wall with the Spanish alphabet; more constructed picnic tables that teachers could use to hold outside classes. At least five murals were painted - one depicting the process of composting, another the water cycle. A garden was revitalized, brining squash, pumpkins, chard, curly cress, carrots, cucumbers and more steps away from school doors. Two thousand books were shelved on library walls.

Though this work was done by outside organizations - Harvard Pilgrim Health Care, City Year and St. Stephen’s - Zrike was seen as the person who had corralled everyone into action.

At a Dec. 14 meeting with parents, Zrike shared why he was leaving the school with parents and insisted the school was in good hands. But most of the meeting was a chance for parents to offer suggestions for the school’s future, and learn what would happen next. 

Boston Public School’s chief accountability officer and the supervisor of Turnaround Schools, Frank Barnes, told parents that an interim principal would be announced at the end of December, with a permanent replacement coming in the future, probably starting in fall 2011. A team of two or three teacher-leaders and the same number of parents will be asked to interview the permanent principal finalists and will provide their recommendation of the best choice to superintendent Dr. Carol Johnson. Johnson would make the final decision.

At the meeting, in response to a question of whether the interim principal would end up being the final principal, Barnes offered an answer that revealed how the school system is viewing Zrike departure, in addition to being excited for Zrike’s opportunity.

"What we anticipate is that anyone we want to lead the school permanently likely has a job already," Barnes said. "So let me say this. I am happy for Dr. Zrike. I am not happy with the City of Chicago because that is not how you do business. I am not going to put other people’s kids in the same place your kids are. Two wrongs don’t make a right. ... We are not going to do what Chicago did."

Though discouragement and disappointment was felt through the South End and through the community of parents whose students attended the Blackstone, community leaders and school partners had words of positivity for the future and gave their commitment to help.

"[Zrike] is leaving a legacy of an amazing team of teachers and other administrators at the school," St. Stephen’s Steinhauser said, "and we remain strongly committed to being a community partner in the turnaround process."
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Steve Zrike
Steve Zrike, pictured here at City Year headquarters, headed to the Chicago school system on Dec. 23.



Interim principal’s announcement delayed by snowstorm
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Blackstone Elementary staff shares responsibility of running school

In addition to calling off school for the day, Wednesday’s storm had another side effect for Boston Public Schools (BPS) - the interim principal at the Blackstone Elementary School was not announced as planned.

BPS director of communications Matt Wilder told the South End News that students would have brought a letter home to their parents this afternoon informing them of the decision. Because of the storm, that was no longer an option.

"We’ve been looking for someone who can continue the growth at the Blackstone and continue to accelerate student achievement," Wilder said of the selection process.
School started back up on Jan. 4 at the Blackstone, with administrators and staff sharing the role of running the school until the right candidate could be found.

"I think we want the right person," Wilder added, explaining the delay. "I don’t think we wanted to put a date on it just so we could find a person. We want the right person."

Liz Steinhauser, Director of Youth Programs at St. Stephen’s Episcopal Church, said that she was impressed by the extent to which staff members at the Blackstone have "held it together" in this time of transition. 

"I think that folks were disappointed to not come back to find an interim after the holidays, but there is an amazing team of administrators and lead teachers that have been continuing to move forward with ...the turnaround process," she said.

The interim principal is slated to take over for former principal Steve Zrike, who took a position in a school system in Chicago and left the Blackstone on Dec. 23. Blackstone Elementary was deemed a "turnaround school" in 2009, with its students underperforming on the MCAS for the past six years. As a part of the "fresh start" process, which was elected to boost the school’s standing, employees were required to reapply for their jobs, and only 15% returned in the fall of 2010. 

Zrike’s major contribution to the school’s improvement was identifying flaws in the school’s treatment of struggling students, and implementing policies that would give them more attention from staff.

Steinhauser noted that the interim principal attended a meeting on Tuesday night, and that the candidate would officially begin at the Blackstone on Tuesday, Jan. 18. Wilder declined to publicize the identity of the person selected until parents at large are informed on the next full day of school.
