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" In the midst of Hartford’s poverty, in walks

By MARY OTTO
Courant Staff Writer

There is an automotive shop on
Edwards Streel where those fancy
alloy wheels hang in the icy sunlight,
glinting cold and gold.

Just down the streel there is
Thomas J. Quirk Middle School
where lhe subject is happiness and

whether money can buy it. Aristotle
is speaking, over lhe distance of Lwo

millenia, to a seventh-grade class.

Happiness comes from having
whal we need. But what do we think
we need and what do we actually
need, wonders Aristotle, through his
inlermediary, public school teacher

Lee Callahan. And why?

Today, in the city of Hartford,
where poverly, drugs and jobless-
ness lurk outside the schoolyard, his
students, part of the school system's

_classical magnet program, are
learning how Lo parse out desire.

“Can we be happy with just bodily
real goods?” asks Callahan, who has
a philosopher’s shorl, trim beard and
wears amusing lies, and on week-
ends plays jazz piano in a nightelub.,

A few kids suggest (hey might
wanl more than jusl bodily goods —
maybe safely, honor. One boy says
education.

Then Jamal Walker asserts that
school is not essential to happiness.

“You don't need an education! You
could live off your parents or scll

drugs.”

“Lel’s say,” says Callahan, “as a
drug dealer you could lake care of
your bodily needs. Have all the food
you nead. A nice home. A nice car.
Nice clothes. The question is. Would
you live well?”

A chorus of “yes,” “yes,” “yes.”

Somebody adds: “Maybe not a

lone life.”
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It's called a magnet program be-
cause it draws kids from all over the
city.

It begins here at Quirk, a school on
the cusp of two struggling neighbor-
hoods, Asylum Hill and Clay Ar-
senal. It continues on the other side
of Asylum Hill, at Hartford Public
High School.

The program has 300 students,

-ranging from seventh through the

12th grades, studying Lalin and log-
ic, philosophy and mathematics, scl-
ence aiid rhetoric.

The arrangement Is unique in Con-
necticut’s public s«:lmorl system,
state officlals say.

“It's probably unique in the coun-
try, in lerms of the sustained record
of accomplishments of students and
facully,” says Hloward Zeiderman, a
professor al Si. John's College in
Annapolis, Md., who has worked with
a handful of similar programs
around the nation. It was more than
a decade ago that Zelderman helped
develop the Hartford program's cur-
riculum, logether with educators
from Trinily College and the public

The program, with its Socralic
dialogues, its theorems and syllo-
glsms, serves as an antidote for the
tough world oulside, says Bob Keele,
coordinator.

“It’s law and order, it's structure.
IU's tradilion. These are all things

that are needed in the cily very bad-
l ..l
y'i‘here Is room for less thanhalf the
kids who apply.

The worL is demanding.

But it's an example of a highly
academic program working in the
inner city for students who mighl
otherwise get passed over. I's nol an
honors program, but most classical
magnel students go on to college.

Trinily College continues to take
an aclive role in the program, coun-
seling high school juniors and sen-
jors, providing leclures and "ac-
quainting them with college life.

The rigors of the program attract

city youngsters and hold them.

“I'm nol making excuses for black
kids and saying lhey've got hidden
intelligence,” says Callahan, “I'in
doing my best to help them lo com-
pete.”
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ONE OF AN OCCASIONAL SERIES
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Aristotle

An eighth-grade class has read an
article on animal tesling. In the So-
cralic traditlon, the class Is master-

Ing the etiquelte of intellectual ex- -
change. Yet the ideas are flying .

thick and fast — animals have lo
suller Lo save human lives, Bul
aren’t people animals, too? What is
the dilference belween one kind of
sullering and another?

What sets humans aparl from oth-
er animals? Their ability for sellless
sacrifice? Their abllity to think and
reason?

“Animals (hink,” says Shelly
McDermott, “but who knows whal
they think aboul? We don't know how
their minds work."

"That's instinct, man,” says Milo
Shell."Like birds don't think when to
_Bo south.”

Somebody polnts oul that animals
eat their young. That makes them
inferior to people, who love and pro-
tect their young.

Class Is over, but some kids are
sthll argulng as they gather up their
books.

“All humans don't love their
young,” says Monique Jemlson,

;}Allq'lhe_}' don’{ protect them, ci-
\er,

Diverse backgrounds

The Hartlord school system crea
ed its magnel program in 1981, wil
a federal grant and a plan to dese|
regale clty schools.

Inthe carly years, there was also
foreign language and Internatlon:
studies component lo the magnt

rogram — sel up lo draw studen:
rom suburban towns. That exper
menl lasted only three years, sa)
guldance counse{or Robert Kreme
There jusl wasn't enough interest, }
says.
There were also some racial prol
lems at bus stops, recalls Callaha
with white kids' gelling hassled.

Yel the Intracily component of t!
magnel program, the classical stu
les parl that was éslablished as
way of bringing logether studen
from Hartford's diverse neighbo
hoods, has survived and remain:

popular.



Today, the racial makeup of lhe
classical programs reflects the ra-
clal makeup of llie elty school sys-
tem as a whole — 49 percent Hispan-
ic, 42 percenl black and 7 percent
white. =

“It's as multlcultural as the clity,”
says Kremer,

One of Lhe few while students Is
Josh LaPorte, an eighth-grader who
comes from a Ltree-lined streel,
along with some of his néighbors
from (he city's all{luent Wesl End.
He atlended Noah Webster School, a
thoroughly integraled Wesl End ele-
menlary school, and lias adjusted
well lo life al Quirk, says hls mother,
Mary LalPorte, an administrator al
Trinity College.

Though the nelghborhood where
Quirk is located Is very differenl
from Lhe one where the LaPorles
live, the classical magnel program
itself Is a haven wilh a decided
“sense of comlorl and control,” says
Mary LaPorle.

"“There Is very aclive parent In-
volvemenl,” she adds. Lasl year,
when lllness and personnel shifls
caused complicatlons, parenls
worked with administrators lo re-
solve the problems.

“I's a school wilhin a school,” she
sald. “You buy into it. You choose IL.
It's different from a lol of other
things In the Hartford school sys-

Bmema I

Josh LaPorte's elghth-grade col-
league, Milo Sheff, Is black and is
also the star plaintiff In the Sheff vs.
O'Neill desegregation lawsult
against the state.

Clvil rights groups flled the sult In
1989 on behalf of Shelf and 18 other
Harlford area children, charging
that racial and economic segrega-
Lion In Hartford’s public schools de-
nies children an adequale education
and violales the stale constitution.
Here In the richesl state In the na-
tion, they say IHartford's schools are
collapsing under the weight of pov-
erty.

The sull goes to the heart of Lthe ills
ol the nation’s public schools.

Lawyers al the trial have ciled
stalistics showing how the schools
come up short In everything from
Loilet paper and library books to lest
scores and college-bound students,
The suil Is asking for a reglonal
desegregation plan that would link
Hartford’s schools with mostly white
schools in 21 nearby suburbs.

".Caullahan says hls experlence al
Quirk makes him wonder If such a
plan could ever work.

“Parenls who are nol racists don’t
want to take the risk,” he says. IU's
not Lhe school itself, bul the nelgh-
borhood. “They don'l want o send
their kids lo a place that Is obviously
unsale."

But Kremer says that a program
as allractive as classical magnel

" might succeed, if expanded to draw

students from suburban lowns.

“1 think il's doable,” he says. “ll
you gel the parenl who Is more in-
formed, I think il could work."”

Mary LaPorle says she feels her
child is sale going to Quirk. So do
some of her Wesl Ll ncighbors,
whao have chosen the classical mag-
nel program over private school.
Mayhe some people are still afraid
of the unknown, she says, bul adds, = |
think the perception is a lot dilferent
from Lhe reality.”

Making comparisons

In an eighth-grade logic class,
Jacqueline Mcdina, 14, sils right up
under the blackboard, looking up al
the writing on the blackboard as If
she Is drinking in light from the sky.

She gol 105 on yesterday's lesl.
She Is wearing pink and purple ro-
seltes In her halr, and is small and
quick and graceful like a gymnast
when she takes her lurn In loglc
class, moving through the lerms and
propositlons and sylloglsms.

She comes from Frog Hollow, the
largely Puerto Rican section of
Hartford.

Her mother Is a nurse’s alde and
her falher, she says, is a mall clerk
who wants to go back lo college and
become an accountant, '

“They didn’t quite make IL," says

..Jacqueline. “They wanl me (o be's

success.”

Kids drop oul from classical mag-
nel. They gel pregnant. Bul il secems’
like fewer do than In the normal
course of study, says Keefe.

Aboul 80 percent of the graduat-
ing classical magnel studenls go on
to college, as compared with aboul
60 percent of graduating senlors dis-
trictwide.

But it's really not fair lo compare,
says Keefe, Many of these magnel
klds do nol come from advantlaged
backgrounds, but they have support
and mollvatllon al home that sel
them aparl from many other stu-
dents In the system.

' .o tw pducate d—
chitd m this program than In the
malnslream program: There are the
costs of an occaslonal teacher train-
ing seminar and Keefe's salary,
$70,000. He also coordinates the dis-
trict’s gifted and talented program.
Now school administralors are
discussing the Idea of expanding the
programn lo serve the [irst through

sixth grades.

By the time students get-to Pal
Russell’s senlor philosophy class al
Hartford Public High School, they
have acquired pollsh and sophistica-
tion.

Desplle the & Jemic selling,
there is still a worldiy urgency Lo the
debales, here al this school Lhal
shares the block with Harriet Bee-
cher Stowe's Viclorian home and
stands a block away [rom onc of the
most troubled and drug-ridden cn-
claves In the city.

The kids are still pondering the
same lallered (exts they used in sev-
enth grade. Still pondering the na-
ture of humanlily, civilization. But
the level of Lhe discourse has
evolved.

Today lhey are reading from-
Thomas lobbes' *Leviathan.” "Al
night we lock our houses and when
we walk the streels we are constant-
ly on guard.” A discussion aboul
power, fear and contral quickly
evolves Inlo an analysis of the plight
ol.the modern son of the ghello.

Bul there Is a distance In the
volcesof thestudents, as if they were
members of a Greek chorus, com-
menling on the dilemma of modern
man. ;
Says Kelth Hite, “City life has
corrupled him."”

Says Pretlow Mlarrls, "bul that
doesn'l necessarfly make him vio-

el 4ds Darnell Jenkins, “Thats like
saying Il you are a kid from he
projects, you are golng to gel into
drugs and die by the time you are
18."

Questions, answers

Inside the liny, stark classical
magnel office al Qulirk, members of
the faculty — teachers ol astrono-
my, rhetorle and math — are walk-
ing around and around a round lable.

{icads bowed, collating pages for
a poelics lesson, they stoop rhythmi-
cally, as If engaged In some anclent

harvest rile.
“This Is a Lradition," explains Cal-

lahan. "1t wards off the evil spirits.”

With his seventh-grade philosophy
class, Callahad is persistent.

“Can you lead a life that Is truly
happy as a drug dealer?”

Marlon Daley says no.

"My aher was a successful drug
dealer and someone was pald to kill
him off. I don't call that happiness.”

Says Callahan, "Marlon is saylng
to be happy, you need peace.”

flut Jamal Walker leaves the class
unconvinced.

A drug dealer would have the
money (o buy all the comforls that
maller. Even other people.

“Buy you a prostitute,” he says.
“Money talks.” He hangs his head
and admits he is doing badly in
sciool.

He has been in trouble for cursing
al a teacher and (or fighting.

tis mother has warned him about
failing.

But still, instead of reading his two
chapters of “Julius Caesar,” he
played Sega.

Inschoul, itIs very hard to concen-
(rale,

“These girls, they are tempting
me,"” he says.

" “I hate being a seventh-grader."”

Marlon Daley doesn’t.

Several years ago, his father,
George Clement, was slabhed to
death In his sleep in Philadelphia.

To Marlon, It seemed like a wast-
ed lile.

[le believes his own life will be
much di{ferent.

Ie was hoping against hope to be
accepled. The program has changed
him already. Marlon feels himself
leaving his crowd, having less and
less in common wiih the guys he used
to hang out with, on lhe corner of
Magnolia and Albany.

“I thought It was one In a million
for me to get in the program. Every-
body wantled lo get in."

That he is in the classical magnel
program proves thal he has been
singled out. School officials have
chosen him for somelhing very fine
and speclal-.

“It’s like they are trying to grow a
special crop,” he says. “Llke grow-
ing belter roses.”



