NEWS Interesting House Calls in New York

Watch:  http://video.nytimes.com/video/2011/09/02/education/100000001024995/learning-begins-at-home.html?nl=nyregion&emc=ura2
Read:       Before the First School Bell, Teachers in Bronx Make House Calls

By Rob Harris

Learning Begins at Home: An innovative principal in the Bronx uses home visits to introduce his new teachers to their students’ lives and convince parents that the school is taking the child’s future seriously.
JASON McCORKLE, all of 11, stepped back into his family’s living room in the South Bronx wearing the gray slacks and crisp white shirt his new teachers had just handed him, tags still dangling from a sleeve. He puffed out his chest, stuffed his hands in his pockets and flashed his pearly teeth, standing near a poster of a beachfront mansion, a five-car garage and the words “Justification for Higher Education” lighted by rays of sunshine. 
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ON A MISSION Shira Collado, top right, spoke to Aichetu Traore, a sixth grader, and her mother, Kadija Traore, at their home. 

“Is this the first time you’ve worn a tie?” one of the teachers, Stephen Slater, asked gingerly. The burgundy strip was flush against the skin on Jason’s neck, sitting under rather than over the new shirt. 

There was time to practice, Mr. Slater assured him — the first day of school was a month away — but after that, there would be no excuses. The slacks, the shirt, the tie he had struggled with and dress shoes — “no sneakers, no color other than black,” Mr. Slater warned — are required at the Urban Assembly School for Applied Math and Science, where Jason would soon be a sixth grader. 

The strict uniform policy would be explained in 81 living rooms over five consecutive days, as Mr. Slater and a dozen other new teachers at A.M.S., as the school is commonly known, canvassed neighborhoods in small groups to meet the incoming students and their families on their own turf. 

Such home visits are common in private and charter schools, but rare among traditional public schools like A.M.S. that serve mostly poor and immigrant families in which English is not the language spoken at the kitchen table. The principal, Ken Baum, started them when the school, which now serves 590 students in grades 6 to 12, opened in 2004, because he believed it was critical for families to be involved in education. Knowing that many of his charges were being raised by single parents or grandparents, some of them living in homeless shelters, he said he “wanted to show to them that we’re an unusual school that makes unusual efforts.” 

“I could have chosen to speak to the families from behind a podium in the school auditorium,” Mr. Baum said. “But if the school wants the relationship defined in a certain way, then the school needs to make the effort.” 

To Mr. Baum, these early visits are a key factor in a statistic he likes to cite: 63 of the 72 seniors in A.M.S.’s first graduating class last spring received Regents diplomas, and 50 of them are headed to four-year colleges, including Cornell, Boston University, Mount Holyoke and campuses all across the State University of New York system. 

The home visits are a laborious undertaking that demands a healthy dose of patience and dexterity to fulfill its most basic requirement: finding the students. Mobility is high among families in the South Bronx; contact information provided by the Department of Education is just a start. 

The school’s parent coordinator, Jason Rivera, spent six weeks before the visits in August on the hunt. He knocked on the doors of those he could not reach by phone and, in some cases, pleaded for help from neighbors, building superintendents and directors of after-school programs. 

Mr. Rivera searched for one elusive student at neighborhood playgrounds and slipped notes under the doors of others: “Congrats! Your child has been accepted at our school. I’m trying to contact you.” Of the 88 students on the sixth-grade roster, 5 remained elusive when the home visits began on Aug. 8. 

For the school, the visits are intended as a welcome mat. For the families, they are a welcoming novelty. For the teachers, many of whom are in their first classroom jobs, they are an exploratory path carved under pouring rain and baking sun; past halal butchers, check-cashing joints and car repair shops; in dark, crammed apartments adorned by statues of the Virgin Mary or colorful prayer rugs. 

Along the way, the young teachers tried curried chicken and cabbage, savored big chunks of watermelon with little plastic spoons and sipped from lukewarm bottles of Malta, a wheat soda that looks like stout and tastes like molasses. Crisscrossing the South Bronx by bus and on foot, they embarked on a scavenger hunt of sorts, searching for moments of connection in the 45 minutes they spent in each home. 

Jerome Burgess, 23, who grew up poor and will teach seventh-grade science, yanked a smile from a shy boy by flashing a wink and a thumbs-up before they parted. 

Shira Collado, 24, a humanities teacher whose parents are from the Dominican Republic, expertly debated the Giants-Eagles rivalry with an aspiring running back. 
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