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SUMMARY

Issue for Information
This report to the Board of Regents is a special edition update on progress made in the Roosevelt Union Free School District in 2007-2008 and a preview of actions that are being taken to prepare for the return of students and support student success in the 2008-09 school year.
Reason(s) for Consideration

Requested by members of the Board of Regents.


Proposed Handling  

For information.

Procedural History

The State Education Department provides regular reports to the Board of Regents on work underway in Roosevelt to strengthen student achievement, achieve fiscal stability, and to provide for a clean, safe, and productive learning environment where all students can succeed. 
Background Information

The Commissioner of Education exercises fiscal and educational program oversight in the Roosevelt Union Free School District, consistent with Chapter 33 of the Laws of 2002. Throughout this past year, members of the Board of Regents and State Education Department staff have worked closely with the leadership of the Roosevelt school district, the State legislature and other partners to support student success, and to support the district in their acquisition of funding to achieve and maintain fiscal stability. In addition, work is also being done to help the district prepare for the return of students in Pre-Kindergarten through 12 for the 2008-09 school year. 
Recommendation

It is recommended that the Regents review the attached update on the operations and oversight of the Roosevelt Union Free School District. Staff is available to provide additional information as requested.

Timetable for Implementation

Not applicable.

SPECIAL EDITION 

update on work underway and progress made

in the ROOSEVELT SCHOOL DISTRICT
September 2008

This year’s School Superintendent’s Day was held in the Roosevelt School District on September 2, 2008 - officially opening the 2008-09 school year with a distinct tone of optimism.  Superintendent Robert-Wayne Harris provided an enthusiastic welcome to Roosevelt’s teachers, administrators, and staff and identified critical priorities for student achievement for the year ahead.  For the second consecutive year, Nassau County Executive Thomas Suozzi and Senior Deputy Commissioner Johanna Duncan-Poitier joined the Roosevelt community for this special event. Highlights of major progress made in the district to prepare for students’ return to school include:
New Leadership Now in Place in the District

In addition to now having a permanent Superintendent, a strong leadership team is now also in place at Roosevelt under the direction of Superintendent Harris.  The Board of Education appointed Ms. Roxanne Garcia to the position of Assistant Superintendent for Curriculum and Instruction. Ms. Garcia has recently served as Interim Associate Superintendent for Curriculum and Instruction and previously as Central Administrator for Federal and State Funded Programs at Roosevelt; she also provided leadership in the district as Interim Superintendent for a period last fall. In addition, Dr. John Curcio has been appointed to the position of Assistant Superintendent for Human Resources and Professional Development and Mr. John O’Mard is serving as Assistant Superintendent for Educational Services.  Ms. Marnie Hazelton has been appointed as the Director of Grants and Funded programs. Mr. Yves Mompoint has joined the leadership team as the principal of Roosevelt High School and Dr. Robert Tucker has been appointed as principal of the new middle school.
New Schools Opened and Major High School Renovation Project Planned
Two major construction projects were completed this year – the new Ulysses Byas Elementary School building opened this year and the new Roosevelt Middle School also opened in September.  In addition, a work strategy is now in place for upcoming renovations to the high school building.

Fiscal Stability

An audit report issued by the Office of the State Comptroller this month indicated that, largely as a result of tightened spending controls put in place by Roosevelt leadership and the State Education Department, Roosevelt closed out the 2007-08 school year with a $13.4 million surplus – over $4 million more than what was projected in the Spring.  Last year at this time, the district was facing a deficit of over $8 million.  Earlier this year, the Governor and the Legislature approved a $14 million financial package to alleviate the deficit and support academic improvements.  In a recent news article appearing in Newsday, Comptroller Thomas DiNapoli is quoted as commenting, “This is a dramatic turnaround for Roosevelt, but now is not the time to rest.”  In the year ahead, Superintendent Harris will allocate the surplus and additional resources to strengthening academics, funding a recent textbook purchase, developing new technical and vocational courses, and addressing other district priorities.  Also, consistent with recommendations made by the Office of the State Comptroller, improvements to the business and fiscal operations will continue to be made in Roosevelt. 
September 2007 – June 2008
In addition to sharing an update on the successful opening of the 2008-09 school year, this report provides an overview of accomplishments made in Roosevelt over the past year that have lead to stronger leadership and the significant turnaround that is now underway in the district.   

Beginning in September 2007, the Board of Regents and the State Education Department have increased support and oversight at the Roosevelt Union Free School District.  Throughout this past school year, members of the Board of Regents and State Education staff worked collaboratively with Superintendent Harris; Dr. Gayle Stevens-Haynes, Chair of the Roosevelt School Board of Education and her colleagues on the Board: administrators; teachers; staff; parents; community representatives; and the Long Island Regional School Support Center staff to focus on district priorities and on opportunities for improving academic services for students in Roosevelt.

The 2007-08 school year was a defining time for the Roosevelt School District.  Beginning in the summer months, prior to the official opening of the 2007-08 school year, significant work was completed to ensure that the school buildings and the school community were prepared for students’ arrival; for example: 
· For the first time in recent years, in 2007-08, all enrolled students received final class schedules before the start of school.

· A comprehensive inventory of existing textbooks was completed and administrators and teachers reviewed new textbooks provided by publishers so students could have the books they needed for the new school year.  Additional textbooks were ordered to fill shortages. 

· Significant improvements were made in school buildings in the district - classroom furniture was cleaned; floors were stripped and waxed; classrooms, corridors, and cafeterias were painted; parking lots and roofs were repaired; and boilers were replaced.
· A 2007-08 school district calendar with names and contact information for key district and school officials was developed and mailed to parents and members of the community.  

Beginning with preparations made to prepare for the start of the 2007-08 school year and subsequently throughout the academic year, significant progress was made to 

strengthen student achievement, achieve fiscal stability, and to provide for a clean, safe, and productive learning environment where students can succeed.  Highlights of progress and accomplishments made in the district during the 2007-08 school year include:

New Leadership in the Roosevelt School District: With the unanimous recommendation of the Roosevelt Board of Education and Regent Milton Cofield, Robert-Wayne Harris was appointed to provide long-term leadership for the district beginning on October 15, 2007. 
Important Role of Board of Education: The role of the Board of Education was very effective this year in the budget development process, planning and goal setting, contract negotiations, and other district policy setting responsibilities. Feedback from Board members has been positive and the results of the efforts of Dr. Gayle Stevens- Haynes, Board Chair, and her colleagues on the Board are increasingly visible.  Also, this year, Mr. Frank Scott, who chairs the Roosevelt Watch Society, became the second member of the Board to be selected by the community.
Progress Made Toward Achieving Short and Long-term Fiscal Stability:  

· This year, the Governor and Legislature have approved a financial package for Roosevelt UFSD, which included:

· $8 million to alleviate the budget deficit
· a $6 million annual increase in state aid to support academic improvements
· a three-year extension of a $4-million annual aid advance
The financial package, in combination with new leadership in the district, a strong Board of Education, and the Board of Regents and the State Education Department’s commitment to Roosevelt, marked a turning point for the future of the district.
· The Office of the State Comptroller’s quarterly reports on Roosevelt in 2007-08 indicated that the district is moving in a positive direction, is controlling expenditures, and is expected to conclude the year with an operating surplus.  Continued implementation of the Comptroller’s recommendations and financial vigilance continues. 
· After advance planning and significant involvement of members of the Board of Education, Roosevelt leadership, teachers, parents, members of the community and other partners, voters in the Roosevelt school district approved a $78.8 million budget for the 2008-09 school year.  The budget, which represents a 23.71% increase in spending, will result in a tax levy increase of 3.14 percent.    
Targeted Support to the District: Funding was identified through the Gates and Wallace Foundations to provide the Roosevelt School District with additional support focused on three priority areas in the district, as identified by the Board of Education, Roosevelt leadership and staff, members of the Roosevelt community, parents, students, the State Education Department, the Office of the State Comptroller, and others:
1. strengthening guidance services;

2. improving business and fiscal operations;  and
3. improving data collection and reporting.  
As a result of this targeted support, the Long Island Regional School Support Center arranged for an experienced guidance chairperson, Dr. Kathy Corbett to oversee the high school guidance department. Dr. Corbett helped to implement procedures to improve operations within the guidance department including the development of a college planning guide to provide information to students and parents regarding the college choice process.
In addition, Hofstra University is providing the Roosevelt School District a master educator and an intern to help build accountable business and financial systems within the district’s business office.

The work that is underway in these priority areas will set the stage for systemic improvements for the future.
Teachers’ Contract Approved by Board of Education: The Board of Education approved a new contract with the Roosevelt Teachers Association effective July 11, 2005 through June 30, 2010.

Expanded Pre-Kindergarten:  The Roosevelt Board of Education approved a motion to maximize an increase in universal pre-kindergarten (UPK) grant funding and to apply for the full amount of UPK funds available to the district. The district is now pursuing collaborative relationships with community-based organizations and area colleges to serve as many as 40 additional students in 2007-08.

Full-day Kindergarten Reinstated: Full-day Kindergarten was reinstated in the Roosevelt School District at no cost to the district or to taxpayers.  The full-day program was among the services cut in 2006 after the district’s budget proposal was rejected by voters.  Since that time, students had been attending a half-day program.  Approximately 250 students are enrolled in Kindergarten at Roosevelt. In an article that appeared in Newsday, Superintendent Robert-Wayne Harris said he considered the return of full-day Kindergarten a sign the district is getting back on its feet and is just one of the academic improvements that will be made in the district.

Facilities Progress: During this past year, district leadership collaborated with Department staff, community members, and with the Department of Environmental Conservation, Department of Health and Nassau County agencies as needed, on plans to complete the development of the middle school and on general buildings and grounds operations. As a result:
· General maintenance of school buildings, including painting and repairs, was completed prior to opening of school year.
· Two new schools - the Washington Rose (K-6) School and Centennial Elementary School - were opened on time.
· The construction project at Ulysses Byas was completed and the building opened for school in September 2008.  
· Several community meetings were held to discuss middle school land remediation.
· Soil testing of the high school and middle school sites show no contamination.
· Middle school remediation work was completed and the new middle school opened on schedule in September 2008.
· Phase II work continues at Centennial (e.g., Gym, cafeteria, library).
· A master calendar for renovations at Roosevelt High School is being finalized.  Roosevelt’s leadership team is meeting with the architects to program the reconstruction of the high school facility to meet the districts needs.  It is expected that the district will request authorization from taxpayers for an EXCEL vote to use additional state funding for the high school project.  
· Mr. Patrick Mehr was hired as Director of Facilities.
Expanded P-16 Linkages: A number of P-16 programs and partnerships are now in place at Roosevelt High School to support student success and teacher recruitment and retention. For example, the Liberty Partnerships Program was established in 2006-07 in collaboration with Hofstra and served 50 students last year.  Other examples include the Science and Technology Entry Program (STEP) which is offered through Hofstra University and served 62 students last year; the Teachers of Tomorrow Program; and two Teacher Leader Quality Partnerships with Adelphi and Hofstra Universities.  

Textbook Replacement Process Now in Place for Science, Math, English Language Arts (ELA), and Reading:  Science, Math, English Language Arts (ELA), and Reading textbooks are being replaced. A portion of the funding from the $6 million Special Academic Improvement Grant is being used to purchase the textbooks.  
Improved Communications: Communications have markedly improved in the Roosevelt district and community. Members of the Board of Regents, State Education Department leadership, the Board of Education, and leadership in the district routinely communicate with teachers, parents, administrators, students, community organizations, and other members of the Roosevelt community to discuss district priorities.

Engaging Additional Expertise: During the course of this past year, district leadership reached out to financial experts who were asked to provide consultative advice to ensure that cash flow projections and borrowing was limited to that which is necessary for operations.  Educational experts were also utilized to provide advice and worked with Roosevelt district staff to strengthen academic and student support services.  In addition, a specialized series of training sessions have been provided to district personnel, members of Board of Education, the district treasurer, payroll clerk and internal claims auditor.
Strengthened Support and Assistance from Partners
Board of Regents and State Education Department


In addition to regular leadership meetings and routine assistance, members of the Board of Regents and the State Education Department worked with the leadership at Roosevelt on a number of activities that include the following examples:

· Staff in the New York State Archives worked with Roosevelt leadership to help strengthen the district’s records retention and management system.  This work is underway and proposed next steps include:
· Surveying the district’s existing records;
· Providing on-site records management training;
· Helping to  develop records management policies and procedures for the district; and
· Exploring long-term grant opportunities.
· State Education Department are working very closely with Superintendent Harris and Roosevelt leadership to strengthen the district’s financial systems.
· Project "Band Together": Regent Roger Tilles reached out to arts centers, organizations, community members, and 15 high schools, in the Long Island area in an effort to secure musical instruments for Roosevelt’s school band. 
Members of the Board of Regents and the State Education Department will continue to work closely with the Superintendent, the Roosevelt Board of Education, Office of State Comptroller, district administrators and teachers, members of the community, and other partners to address both short and long term priorities for the district.  Regent Tilles and Senior Deputy Commissioner Duncan-Poitier are planning to attend Roosevelt’s first Board of Education meeting for the 2008-09 school year.
Long Island Regional School Support Center and Regional BOCES

  Under the leadership of Dr. William Brosnan, the Long Island Regional School Support Center, as well as the regional BOCES, provides invaluable assistance and support to district administration in a number of areas including, for example:  
· School guidance operations

· Class scheduling

· Data collection and reporting

· Business and fiscal operations

· Ensuring alignment and successful student transitions between the elementary schools, middle school, and high school in the district

· Professional development for teachers

· Academic Intervention Service programs

· Other priority areas
Nassau County


The Nassau County Executive and other County Departments are also providing assistance and support to the Roosevelt School District including:

· Nassau County has provided crossing guards at six sites to ensure student safety

· A representative from the Nassau County Assessor’s Office attended a community meeting earlier this year to provide information to homeowners and address questions.

Student Performance 2006-2008: 

· A total of 125 students graduated from Roosevelt High School this June.  Seventy-one of those students will be attending college this Fall.

· A preliminary comparison of 2006-07 and 2007-08 district and school performance data indicates that there is an increase in the percentage of students in grades 3 and 5 who are passing English Language Arts (ELA) and mathematics assessments. In grades 4 and 6, a significant percentage of students continue to pass ELA and math, although there is a slight percentage decrease, from last year, at each grade level. Grades 7 and 8 data shows a significant increase in the percentage of students passing the ELA and mathematics assessments. Appendices A & B show progress that is being made in both ELA and math, as in both instances more students are performing at the proficient level. High school data will be calculated and posted at a later date. The State Education Department will conduct a further review and analysis of state data to determine Roosevelt’s district and school accountability status for the 2008-2009 school year (See attached Appendix A).
· Roosevelt is placing a renewed emphasis on improving student retention and graduation.  A June New York Times article (Appendix B) profiled a 16 year-old student enrolled in the New Horizons Alternative Education Program at Roosevelt High School.  The program serves students who have been identified as academically at-risk.  New Horizons classes are held in the late afternoon and early evenings enabling students with jobs to work during the day.  The program features small classes, individualized attention, and remedial services as needed.  A unique feature of the program is that it provides an opportunity for students to slow down or speed up their academic progress based upon their individual needs.  By accelerating study, students can progress within a timeframe that is consistent with their traditional high school peers. 

A LOOK AHEAD TO THE 2008-09 SCHOOL YEAR

The Board of Regents and the State Education Department will continue to work closely with the Superintendent, the Roosevelt Board of Education, district administrators and teachers, members of the community, and other partners to address both short and long term priorities for the district. In addition, the Long Island Regional School Support Center will continue to provide support to the district. 
Highlights of next steps for 2008-2009 include:
· Finalize plan to implement academic improvement initiatives supported by $6 million in legislative funding.

· Continue to recruit to fill key leadership and building level positions, including the position of school business official.  The district is making every effort to fill this critical position as quickly as possible.  

· Work with the guidance department to improve systems to improve guidance services. 

· Improve the district’s data collection and reporting system so that it is aligned to student performance.

· Continue to strengthen the district’s business and fiscal operations to achieve long-term financial stability.

· Complete major facilities and routine maintenance projects in the district.  Develop and implement master schedule for completion of the high school construction project.

· Develop and implement professional development plan for district staff.

· Continue to review and update the textbook distribution and replacement process.

· The Board of Regents, the State Education Department, and local networks will continue to provide support and assistance as needed to help address district priorities.
New Leadership Direction 

To amplify the tenets of the new leadership direction at Roosevelt, the following is a sample of the important variables the Superintendent identified for educational support, accountability, and student achievement:

· Strong instructional leadership at both the district and building levels

· Evaluating and holding all staff accountable for student performance and achievement

· Enhancement of teacher and staff performance through meaningful and targeted professional development

· Disaggregating data to inform curriculum and instruction

· Development and renewal of curriculum maps and guides

· Superior class instruction

· Effective monitoring of the daily attendance of students and staff

· Provide extra help to student who need it including enhancement of the extended day academic programs and/or Saturday academies

· Increase student participation in Regents review and SAT/ACT preparation programs and courses

· Establishing high expectations for student success

· Others

Appendix A

Levels of English Language Arts (ELA) & Math Proficiency 
Grades 3-8
Based on 2006-2008 District Data

Roosevelt Union Free School District

	
	Level 1

Basic
	Level 2

Basic Proficiency
	Level 3

Proficient
	Level 4

Advanced Proficiency

	ELA

2006-2007
1,086 total students
	41
	328
	637
	80

	
	34%
	66%

	ELA 
2007-2008
1,126 total  students
	31
	323
	684
	88

	
	31%
	69%


	
	Level 1

Basic
	Level 2

Basic Proficiency
	Level 3

Proficient
	Level 4

Advanced Proficiency

	Math 

2006-2007
1,114 total students
	92
	307
	521
	194

	
	36%
	64%

	Math

2007-2008

1,134 total students 
	65
	227
	618
	224

	
	26%
	74%


Appendix B
Selection of News Articles Marking the 

Start of the 2008-09 School Year – 

a turnaround time for Roosevelt

Newsday.com

A bright new start for Roosevelt schools

Two new school buildings will open Wednesday in Roosevelt, part of a state effort to overhaul the district

BY JOHN HILDEBRAND
September 2, 2008 
[image: image2.jpg]




The newly constructed Roosevelt Middle School. (Newsday / Bill Davis)
In an event rarely seen on Long Island since the 1960s, the Roosevelt district tomorrow is scheduled to open two gleaming new school buildings. These come complete with such 21st-century touches as climate control, flat-screen televisions and walls of insulated floor-to-ceiling glass.

The total price tag: $100 million, including costs of pollution cleanup at one building site.

Roosevelt's construction boom is not the result of some Sun Belt-style population surge. Rather, the opening of a new Roosevelt Middle School and a rebuilt Ulysses Byas Elementary School is part of a state-funded effort to completely overhaul a once-decayed system.

"It's actually breathtaking," said the district's superintendent, Robert-Wayne Harris, who took over the 2,700-student district last October and has since stressed the need for improved maintenance -- right down to repainting yellow stripes in parking lots. "I'm sending out a message, hopefully to the community, that this is a new day and age," he explained.

In a broader sense, analysts say, Roosevelt's rebuilding also reflects state attempts to properly fund a handful of Long Island districts that have long suffered from the twin effects of family poverty and racial segregation.

Along with its new schools, Roosevelt kicks off the year with a $6-million state grant earmarked for academic improvements, including 7,500 new textbooks. Three other districts that share many of the same problems -- Central Islip, Hempstead and Wyandanch -- also are receiving millions of dollars in extra state assistance.

Officials in these districts voice concern that state assistance may become precarious if the state's economy continues to stumble. However, the state's extra help to these districts has been by no means a one-time infusion. To the contrary, a buildup of state aid to these districts over the past two decades has gradually moved them into the Island's upper ranks, in terms of per-pupil spending.

Trying to increase resources

Roosevelt has budgeted more than $28,000 per student this year, according to Newsday calculations, and spent more than $22,000 per student two years ago, according to the state. The district now receives more than 70 percent of its revenue from the state, unlike most systems on the Island that depend primarily on local property-tax revenue.

Such spending places Roosevelt well within the top fifth of K-12 school systems on the Island, ahead of affluent districts such as Cold Spring Harbor, Port Washington and Garden City. In contrast, 20 years ago, Roosevelt stood second from the bottom among Island districts in terms of spending.

Regional policy analysts say higher state investment in districts such as Roosevelt is justified from a standpoint of basic fairness. Analysts note districts with high poverty rates face heavier expenses than wealthier neighbors, because they must provide extra services for large numbers of students with disabilities and limited English skills.

"They're acknowledging that minority school districts require extra funds because they face extra costs," said Martin Cantor, director of Dowling College's Long Island Economic and Social Policy Institute.

More money has not yet translated into strong academic performance, however. Only 56 percent of Roosevelt's students graduated from high school on schedule last year, according to state academic "report cards" released last month. Hempstead's graduation figure was also 56 percent, while Wyandanch's was 46 percent. That's compared to an average of more than 80 percent for the Island as a whole.

Politics can hinder efforts

Analysts say that efforts to raise student achievement in districts with high levels of poverty often break down due to partisan politics. Fights over patronage jobs often lead to rapid turnover on school boards and in district administrations, making it impossible to maintain academic continuity.

"The political community, which often has much less patronage to draw on than in wealthier communities, often sees school districts as places where they can pick up a few crumbs to reward supporters," said Lawrence Levy, a former Newsday columnist, who is now executive director of the National Center for Suburban Studies at Hofstra University.

Wyandanch provides a vivid illustration. Last month, a new school-board majority ordered a shake-up of the district's central administration, to be completed this month.

Proponents of the change say they're seeking to oust unqualified administrators who landed their jobs through political connections with the old board. Opponents say the order cannot be carried out so quickly without upsetting the entire system.

Roosevelt also has seen its share of political infighting. Turmoil on the board there in 2002 contributed to a state Board of Regents decision to take over the district's management.

Two years later, local voters approved a $208.5-million bond issue to renovate all buildings, including some declared safety hazards. More than 90 percent of costs are being reimbursed by the state. The state Education Department has overseen the complete reconstruction of a Roosevelt elementary school, and the partial rebuilding of another, in addition to the two buildings opening tomorrow.

Planning also is under way for reconstruction of Roosevelt High School, the district's last remaining project. State and local officials who earlier had worried they might not have enough money to finish that job now hope to complete work by 2010.

Hempstead also has renovation plans. On Dec. 9, the district will hold a vote on a $16.3-million proposal to rebuild the district's Prospect School. The elementary school closed in 2003 because of decay, forcing hundreds of youngsters to attend classes in portable classrooms.

Joe Laria, the district's new interim superintendent, says all work will be paid through state aid. Laria acknowledges that rebuilding alone won't raise student achievement, but adds that achievement is unlikely to improve in decrepit surroundings.

Said the schools chief, "You can't have wires hanging out and pipes leaking."

Newsday.com

Roosevelt schools eye $13.4 million surplus

BY JOHN HILDEBRAND

September 5, 2008

The state-run Roosevelt school district has erased its budget deficit and closed the year with a $13.4 million surplus, according to a report from Albany that gives much of the credit to tighter constraints on spending.

The surplus reported yesterday by the comptroller's office is more than $4 million higher than a figure projected by the agency in May. The report covers the school year that ended in June.

"This is a dramatic turnaround for Roosevelt, but now is not the time to rest," said Comptroller Thomas DiNapoli. He added in a statement that his agency would continue to monitor the district's books.

The report recommends using much of the money for academic improvement and erasing a separate deficit in the district school lunch program. District officials agree and have already set aside money for academic improvement this year, including the recent purchase of 7,500 textbooks. In addition, district Superintendent Robert-Wayne Harris envisions new technical and vocational courses in subjects including the performing arts and construction trades.

The audit also found continued weaknesses in bookkeeping, concluding, for example, that the district never spent $6 million earmarked for academic improvement. It also criticized the district for failing to file a five-year financial plan that would have qualified it for a $4-million cash advance on state aid.

Roosevelt administrators say many of the shortcomings stem from rapid turnover of business officials. The district has not hired an assistant superintendent for business, a slot many other districts find tough to fill.

Harris, who took over in October, expressed satisfaction with the tighter financial controls and promised to correct weaknesses. An aide added that the five-year plan was submitted to the state last month, after the comptroller's report was completed. "We expect to continue this strong fiscal management for the upcoming school year," Harris stated in a letter to the comptroller.

The state assumed control of the Roosevelt system in 2002 to shore up shaky finances and boost performance. Last year, however, state officials discovered the district had run up a $12.3-million deficit, and state lawmakers approved a $14-million financial rescue. Roosevelt administrators, meanwhile, have laid off teachers and stepped up collection of tuition for foster children in the district.

Copyright © 2008, Newsday Inc.
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Education

Bringing Potential Dropouts Back From the Brink 
By JULI S. CHARKES

Roosevelt

ON the morning of her Regents Exam in English language arts earlier this month, Sheile Echie-Davis, an 11th grader at Roosevelt High School, pointed to a blemish just below the swirls of pink and purple polish that covered her long fingernails and explained its meaning. “I’ve been writing so much, I’m getting bruises from holding my pencils,” she said, her tone conveying pride rather than concern that the results of weeks of intense studying were so visible. 

Sheile, 16, expected to do well on the exam, judging by her past results: She scored 88 percent on her Regents Exam in United States history last year, even though the subject is her least favorite. 

Three years ago, Sheile was an unlikely candidate for academic success given her chronic truancy from school. Skipping class regularly led to her having to repeat eighth grade in her Brooklyn middle school. Parental pressure and visits from truancy officers did little to budge her belief that the classroom was not where she belonged. Dropping out, she said, was a foregone conclusion.

“There was just no way for me to sit with 35 other kids and be able to learn anything,” she said. “I couldn’t do it.”

Sheile’s prospects improved when her mother and nine siblings moved to Roosevelt. Here, in a school district that is one of the area’s poorest, she caught up and is now planning her next step come graduation next spring: enrollment in a local college with the hopes of working as a medical technician. Dropping out is no longer a consideration.

Roosevelt has a 34.6 percent dropout rate, according to figures from the New York State Department of Education from the 2004-5 academic year (the latest year for which statistics are available). By comparison, nearby Hempstead has a 7.1 percent dropout rate and Malverne a 3.7 percent dropout rate. 
To improve their dropout numbers, officials in districts throughout Long Island said they were taking aggressive steps to keep students in the classroom. 

Next year, Malverne will start a mentoring program to help students most at risk of dropping out. “Once they slip away, it’s hard to reconstruct a successful path,” said James H. Hunderfund, the superintendent. 

Brentwood also has programs in place to stem dropouts, including one that identifies children as young as elementary age who are not attending school and may be at risk of dropping out in later years.

Sheile’s prospects improved when she enrolled in the New Horizons Alternative Education Program at Roosevelt High School. The five-year-old program caters to about 85 students from the regular high school who have been identified as academically at risk, whether because of truancy, disciplinary issues or even incarceration, said Charlene Stroughn, the program director. 

Housed in the sprawling Roosevelt High School, New Horizons classes take place in late afternoon and early evening, long after the 700 or so students enrolled in the regular high school have gone home. The late hours allow students to hold down jobs during the day. The alternative school also emphasizes small classes in which individual attention can be paid to students, allowing them to remediate and accelerate their academic standing so they can earn a high school diploma within a time frame consistent with their peers’.

That distinction — targeting would-be dropouts and encouraging them not only to return to the classroom, but also to catch up with other students — is important because of new accountability standards school districts must adhere to under state law. 

Two years ago, the State Department of Education initiated a new system of tracking graduation rates that is based on the number of students who began ninth grade together and graduated four years later, said Tom Dunn, an Education Department spokesman. 

The goal of the tracking system was to provide a more comprehensive assessment of the number of students completing high school, he said. The previous system did not consider factors like students who dropped out in the first two years of high school, Mr. Dunn said. He called the new system much more accurate even though under it, school districts typically show lower graduation rates than reported using the previous system.

Identifying students at risk of failing as early as possible is a vital step in their recovery, said Patrick A. Silvestri, principal of the Program of Alternative Comprehensive Education, or PACE, the alternative high school in Brookville sponsored by the Nassau Board of Cooperative Educational Services. 

Situated on 40 acres, the Brookville school sits at the end of a secluded road, giving it a remote feel that one recent graduate, Troy Sinatra, 18, of East Meadow, said he initially found daunting. “What is this place?” he recalled thinking when he began classes there two years ago at the suggestion of a guidance counselor who advised him that he was in danger of flunking out. 

The seclusion worked in Troy’s favor, though, allowing him to apply himself without distractions. 

Last week, Troy and his 24 classmates graduated from the program, which grants a special certificate. A New York State regents diploma is issued by each student’s home district. 

Joining Troy was Crystal Sanatass, 18, also of East Meadow. Next fall she will begin attending Nassau Community College, which would have been unimaginable a few years ago when her dismal attendance record at her middle school in East Meadow led her to consider dropping out. 

“I was just uninspired; no one took the time to sit me down and make the effort,” Crystal said.

That changed with her enrollment at PACE. In addition to small class sizes and individual instruction, it emphasizes physical outlets like wall climbing and outdoor yoga that can help with behavioral issues that are often factors in attendance and performance, administrators said. 

Crystal said that she particularly enjoyed the yoga, which allowed her to relax and concentrate on her studies. “You would lay back and see the sight of the sky and the trees,” she said. “That was beautiful.”

Linda Saslow contributed reporting.
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