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Carpino said the district should con-
sider whether Mann is getting the job
done.

So Many Struggles
Two years ago, Mann was full of opti-

mism that she could right the school in
the city’s Upper Albany neighborhood.
A Juilliard-trained opera singer, Mann
puts a premium on comportment and
discipline. That, combined with her
years of teaching and her strength as an
instructional leader, seemed the right
recipe to draw the best from Milner’s
teachers and students.

She is not out of ideas — she’s re-
searching alternative school models
around the nation — but Mann can’t
hide her frustration.

She alternately lauds her staff —
“They’re doing it,” she said of her teach-
ers’ response to many special directives
— and rues their reluctance to do more
planning or to change their book selec-
tions to include more with African
themes and characters.

Mann, who is black, is worried that
her staff, which is mostly white, is not
culturally in tune with her mostly black
students. Although she gives teachers
credit for “trying to understand,” she
said the cultural chasm can impede stu-
dent learning when teachers don’t real-
ize that their students are not under-
standing the way teachers pose some of
their questions and directions.

For example, Mann said, many of her
students won’t understand such direc-
tions as “give me your analysis of … ” or
“determine …,” but “they know ‘figure
out’ and need to be told that ‘figure out’
and ‘determine’ mean the same thing.”

What Mann found most disturbing,
she said, was that when she tried to pro-
vide teachers with books that feature
black characters, they resisted. “They
said, ‘Why can’t we use these books?’ ”
Mann said she told teachers they could
keep the current books, but should sup-
plement them with the books that have
more black characters.

Carpino, the union president, defend-
ed the teachers’ practice of using more
sophisticated words. “Teachers use
words like ‘give me an analysis of’ and
‘determine’ because they want to de-
velop higher-order thinking.”

She also said that, at a recent meeting,
teachers complained about not having
enough textbooks or literature. “I
frankly doubt that a teacher would turn
down any book, regardless of its con-
tent,” she said.

Mann said she knows the challenges
her teachers face, and she alternates be-
tween sympathy and disappointment.
“They’re so tired. They’re not winning.
We still struggle,” she said at one mo-
ment. Then, later: “I don’t want to say
the people in this school are deliberately
engaging in educational malpractice,
but in many cases, that’s what’s happen-
ing. There’s some bad practice.”

She cited the reluctance to develop
more specific lesson plans as an example
of bad practice. “When they feel they’re
planning sufficiently but not getting re-
sults, we need to do things more deliber-
ately,” Mann said. “Where’s our quality
control?”

Carpino said that Milner’s teachers do
extensive planning, but that know-how,
rather than planning, is lacking at the
school. “Anybody can write specific,
lengthy, beautiful-looking lesson plans
and not know how to implement them,”
she said.

The many young teachers at Milner
need more support, Carpino said. “If
they are not getting the support they
need — which they are not getting —
then you cannot turn around and say
they’re not doing this right and they’re
not doing that right.”

She pointed the finger back at Mann,
saying: “Two years ago, they changed
the administration because test scores
were low. Test scores are still low, so
why don’t they look at the adminis-
trator? I want to know where the quality
control is.”

Milner, like many other schools in the
city, struggles with low student attend-
ance. But Mann said some teachers used
sick time liberally, to the detriment of
the students and to the teachers who cov-
ered for absent colleagues when officials
could not find substitutes. Mann said
that substitutes often decline jobs in her
school because they’re afraid of the
neighborhood. When she can’t find cov-
erage, she said, she disperses students
among other classes.

“In our school, when we have sub-
stitute after substitute, it really impacts

the culture and the climate,” Mann said.
“It impacts student morale. It impacts
staff morale.”

Shrugging off minor aches and pains
and going to work “is an ethic that is out
there in the business world that is not al-
ways the ethic of education. There are
too many people who because they can
[call in sick], do,” Mann said. Some
teachers, she added, haven’t missed a
day of work, adding: “The people who do
come to work, work hard.”

It’s up to Gail Johnson, executive di-
rector of human resources for the dis-
trict, to track teacher attendance, but
over a period of three weeks, Johnson
did not produce up-to-date statistics on
absenteeism at Milner. But in 2002-03,
Milner staff members missed an average
of 16.3 days, compared with a state aver-
age of 8.3.

Carpino said she believes that some
teacher absences for approved training
sessions are being recorded incorrectly
as sick days. Weeks ago, she said, she
asked the human resources department
to investigate. She said she hasn’t heard
back from them.

Julie Langdeau, the school’s union
representative, declined to talk about
the school or the teachers’ experiences,
saying her colleagues advised her not to
talk.

In Mann’s view, many parents let
their kids down, too, by failing to ad-
vocate for them even when substitutes
churn through their children’s classes
for up to a month at a time. When Mann
was unable to get a single long-term sub-
stitute to take over for one sixth-grade
class whose teacher was absent for a
month, she said, she sent a letter to par-
ents telling them of the situation and
asking them to call her. Few called.

When Mann sent a letter home to all
the parents in the school warning them
that the school faced drastic restructur-
ing — even closure because of the federal
education reform act — and asked them
to join her in a meeting at the school,
three parents attended. So Mann sent an-
other letter with the same warning and
the same invitation to another meeting.
Again, she said, three parents showed
up. 

‘Restructuring’ Looms
“Everything is at stake,” Mann said.
At the end of the month, the state will

release the calculations showing which
schools made the federally mandated ad-
equate yearly progress, based on mas-
tery test results. It’s unlikely that Milner
will make the grade; that means it will
have to “restructure” by September. 

The form of that restructuring is still
unclear. Nancy Stark, education man-
ager for school improvement and litera-
cy with the state Department of Educa-
tion, said Milner could close and reopen
as a charter school; replace all or most of

its teachers and administrators; or hire
a private firm to run the school. The fed-
eral government allows states to take
control of schools at this stage, but Stark
said her department won’t do that.

“We would encourage them to do the
least intrusive and least disruptive in-
tervention that would help the chil-
dren,” Stark said. 

But with that big question looming,
teachers are bailing out. Of 27 teachers
in the building, two are retiring, three
are resigning and four requested trans-
fers to other schools, although just one
transfer was approved, Johnson said.

The concern now is replacing those
teachers with experienced staff, John-
son said. To do that, she said, she is nego-
tiating incentives with the teachers’
union that could include cash bonuses or
help that would make teachers’ jobs eas-
ier, such as providing them with class-
room aides.

Superintendent of Schools Robert
Henry said he is focusing on finding the
right leadership. Mann is a strong in-
structional leader, he said. But Mann
herself concedes that organization is not
one of her greatest strengths. “How we
complement her is going to be key,”
Henry said.

Next year, the district will disband the
Reach program that Milner adminis-
trators have long complained is one of
their biggest obstacles to creating an at-
mosphere of respect and orderliness.
The program gathers emotionally dis-
turbed children with learning disabil-
ities from around the district and con-
centrates them in their own classrooms
in certain elementary schools. Milner
has two of those classes. Mann, and ad-
ministrators before her, complained
that the children behaved poorly and set
a bad example for other children.

Next year, the special education stu-

dents will be incorporated into regular
classrooms. When that happens, Carpi-
no said, some class sizes will present ad-
ditional difficulties for teachers and stu-
dents. 

The Bright Spots
Glimmers of improvement at Milner

are evident. Students walk quietly in
lines under the watchful eyes of their
teachers and in classrooms. Many stu-
dents follow directions from their teach-
ers, although those who don’t are per-
sistent about it. Substitutes are treated
to a special hazing, featuring defiance,
screaming and students fighting with
each other. Classroom teachers send stu-
dents to the office for such offenses.

Many volunteers from the Jewish
Coalition for Literacy, Travelers Life &
Annuity, the Avon Rotary Club and
South Windsor High School students tu-
tor at the school and have donated books
to Milner. Travelers Life & Annuity has
also donated computers and money.

There are bright spots among the par-
ents, too. Glenda Thomas, the family re-
source aide, said some of them attend
parenting workshops, in mild weather,
for topics that interest them, such as how
they can help their kids with math and
reading. Thomas also has found that par-
ents come out in greater numbers dur-
ing the day because they are afraid to
walk to school at night.

She said she is also grateful that par-
ents take her calls now. In the past, she
said, many parents wouldn’t answer the
phone when they saw her number on
their caller ID.

And half a dozen parents have begun
volunteering at Milner, monitoring hall-
ways and the cafeteria. Melvina Keaton,
one of those volunteers, said she has de-
veloped tremendous respect for the
teachers and administrators.

Parental participation is paramount,
Keaton said. “When children see us in-
volved in school, then they will be in-
volved,” she said.

Student behavior is the school’s big-
gest challenge, according to Keaton.
“Some of the kids can be fresh,” she said.
“Kids get unruly with adults. They kick,
they hit, they yell. That reflects on our
neighborhood. That reflects on who we
are as parents. That reflects on our com-
munity.”

With the right combination of in-
centives and guidance, Keaton said, the
children find the strength to control
themselves and concentrate. Youngsters
are behaving better in the cafeteria, she
said, since Mann began allowing them to
earn time on the playground during
lunch period or earn cards they can cash
in for games if they behave well.

“One day last week I almost cried —
the cafeteria was quiet,” she said. “The
kids were just eating. They were listen-
ing to us. It brought tears to my eyes.”
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STUDENTS at the troubled Milner School break for the day. A teachers’ leader says mentors have to show teachers, not just tell them, how to control classrooms.

A Look At Milner School
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� Enrollment: 536 students in pre-kindergarten to Grade 6
The majority of students lived in poverty. There were no white or Asian American
students. Seventy-five percent of the student body was black; about a quarter was
Hispanic and there was one native American student that year. Statistics are from
2003-04.

Percentage of students who speak a language
other than English at home:

MILNER STATEWIDE

23.5% 13.2%

Percentage of kindergartners who have
attended preschool:

MILNER STATEWIDE

20.2%

76.4%

Percentage special education students:
MILNER: 11.6 STATE: 11.2

Students per computer:
MILNER: 4.9 STATE: 4.2

Books per student in school library:
MILNER:12.9 STATE K-6: 24.8

Percentage of staff drawn from minority groups:
MILNER: 32 STATE: 40.4

Percentage of staff with master’s degree or
above:

MILNER: 74 STATE: 80

Average days missed by teachers in 2002-03:
MILNER: 16.3 STATE: 8.3

Connecticut Mastery Test Scores
The percentage of Milner students reaching the state goal in 2004 declined in most
subjects and grades from 2003. The percentage of Milner students hitting below basic
— the lowest level on the test — rose in some grades and subjects and declined in
others.

2 0 0 3  2 0 0 4
Math Reading Writing Math Reading Writing

Grade 4 goal 14 9 18 8 6 16
Below basic 42 74 32 51 73 29
Grade 6 goal 21 10 25 14 8 9
Below basic 25 62 22 47 60 32

SOURCE: State Department of Education; Hartford Public Schools

Milner School On Brink Of Forced Changes
CONTINUED FROM PAGE A1

WASHINGTON — The Pentagon
awarded three contracts last week, pos-
sibly worth up to $300 million over five
years, to companies it hopes will inject
more creativity into its psychological op-
erations efforts to improve foreign pub-
lic opinion about the United States, par-
ticularly the military.

“We would like to be able to use cut-
ting-edge types of media,” said Col.
James Treadwell, director of the Joint
Psychological Operations Support Ele-
ment, a part of Tampa-based U.S. Special
Operations Command. 

He said SYColeman Inc. of Arlington,
Va., Lincoln Group of Washington D.C.,
and Science Applications International
Corp. will help develop ideas and proto-
types for radio and television spots,

documentaries, or even text messages,
pop-up ads on the Internet, special pro-
grams for Apple iPods, billboards or nov-
elty items.

Treadwell’s group was established
last year and includes a graphic artist
and videographer, he said. It assists
“psyops” personnel stationed at military
headquarters overseas. Col. Sam Taylor,
a spokesman for the Special Operations
Command, said the contractors might

help the military develop commercials
in Iraq, for example, illustrating how
roadside bombs meant for soldiers also
harm children and other civilians.

The contracts come as the Bush ad-
ministration has been criticized for its
uncoordinated efforts to repair the Unit-
ed States’ post-Iraq image problems
abroad, particularly in the Muslim
world. The State Department, for in-
stance, has been slow to mount a new

public diplomacy program headed by
former White House aide Karen Hughes.
Vice President Dick Cheney said in
March that public diplomacy “has been
a very weak part of our arsenal.”

A Government Accountability Office
report in April noted that the Pentagon
had been pressing initiatives on “strate-
gic communications” to fill “the plan-
ning void left by the lack of strategic di-
rection from the White House.” 

Pentagon Grants Contracts To Boost Foreign Opinion Of U.S.
By RENAE MERLE
WASHINGTON POST


