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	Cynthia Paris Jeffries will officially take over at the Blackstone on July 1, but she is already an active member of the school’s community.    (Source:Cynthia Paris Jeffries) 


	


Jeffries acclimates to turnaround school

With 15 years of experience within the Boston Public Schools (BPS) behind her, Cynthia Paris Jeffries is confident about moving ahead. From the prospect of working in the South End’s distinct locale to addressing the unique set of needs at Blackstone Elementary, one word to describe Principal Paris Jeffries’ attitude about her new position is "eager."

On April 26, Paris Jeffries was announced as former principal Steve Zrike’s permanent replacement at the Blackstone. Since then, she has had the opportunity to introduce herself to many members of the Blackstone community. She attended a recent school site council meeting, has been in conversation with teachers, administrators and community partners, all before her official first day on July 1. The goal is to make the transition easy on everyone, as Paris Jeffries will be the third principal in a year to take charge at the Blackstone. But if all goes according to plan, a new face will not represent too big a change.

"I think there is an established course of action [at the Blackstone]," she said. "I want to strengthen and build on what is already there by focusing on a few key areas."

One of the areas is data collection, a trend begun by Zrike and continued by his successor, interim principal Antonio Barbosa. She hopes to monitor attendance figures and test scores and use the information to bring about well-timed interventions, where the staff at the Blackstone can work with struggling students on an individual basis before the situation is dire. In the past, students would already be in danger of repeating a grade due to poor grades or attendance before the school took action. The turnaround process has encouraged preventative measures, and Paris Jeffries believes it to be an important step toward success for the Blackstone. 

Paris Jeffries sees herself as a good fit at the Blackstone because she has spurred on a similar improvement process at the Guild school. Unlike the Blackstone, it was never designated a turnaround school, but when Paris Jeffries arrived there, MCAS scores were "extremely low," and she and the rest of the team at the Guild set about working to bring up the numbers.

"I see this as a great next step for me, for the Blackstone," she said. "I want to encourage teachers to help students to learn to the best of their ability."

Paris Jeffries has also worked with outside organizations during her time at Curtis Guild, such as the Achievement Network, which, according to their website, is a nonprofit dedicated to "[providing] schools that serve high-need students with effective data-driven strategies to identify and close gaps in student learning." While the organization is not run by volunteers, Paris Jeffries suggested that some of the additional funding granted to turnaround schools as a part of the overhaul process might be used toward the Achievement Network or a similar service. 

Existing partnerships with community organizations such as City Year, JumpSTART and other programs will also continue to play a part in the lives and learning of Blackstone students.

"Partnerships within the community, I’ve said before, are a huge part of the job we have to do," she said. "The South End has the Hurley School as an example of that ... tremendous support from the community."

Rev. Liz Steinhauser, priest associate and director of youth programs at St. Stephen’s Episcopal Church, has had an ongoing relationship with the successive leaders at the Blackstone, and expressed faith in Paris Jeffries’ willingness to assimilate into the already strong community surrounding the school. 

"If she didn’t care about community partners, about working collaboratively, that would of course be a problem for us, but I think she does," Steinhauser said. 

Steinhauser admitted that at the time of Steve Zrike’s departure, she was unsure of the Blackstone’s continued success in the turnaround process and uneasy about the future. Since then, though, she believes the Blackstone’s dedicated team of teachers and interim principal Tony Barbosa have guided it with "enthusiasm and energy" and instilled a "sense of hope that wasn’t there before." 

Having met Paris Jeffries at a recent gathering of parish and BPS representatives, she feels the school is "definitely headed in a great direction."

"I think [Paris Jeffries’] immense love for the students ... makes her dedicated to keeping that sense of hope, progress and energy alive," Steinhauser said.
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