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Peek in a class at Health Careers High School and one thing you probably
won't see is students hunched quietly over worksheets.

“Our labs, our classes, are a lot of hands-on,” said Berenice Chavez, 17, a
senior at the Northside Independent School District magnet school.

Students say they learn to work with patients, use medical equipment such as
autoclaves, make impressions of teeth and draw blood.

“What we're trying to get at is, there's opportunity here,” said Jacob Krimbill,
17, another Health Careers senior.

The school was ranked No. 1 among San Antonio-area high schools by the
Houston-based advocacy group Children at Risk.

Another magnet school, the International School of the Americas in North East
ISD, grabbed the No. 2 spot on the high school list.

“To use these as examples is really our hope,” said Children at Risk President
and CEO Robert Sanborn, who started ranking schools in Houston several
years ago because he wanted to create a useful tool to spark discussion about
how to improve that city's dropout rate. This year, for the first time, the group
also ranked schools in San Antonio, Austin and Dallas.

“Americans are always sort of inherently interested in rankings,” Sanborn said.

There's Newsweek's wildly popular list of best high schools, ranked according
to the number of rigorous Advanced Placement, International Baccalaureate or
Cambridge tests taken by students. And Texas rates schools based largely on
their performance on the Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills.

Children at Risk's rankings consider a wider array of indicators: 14 for high
schools, nine for middle schools and eight for elementary schools.

In addition to test scores and participation in advanced courses, the group also looks at factors such as graduation rates
and class sizes. It gives a boost to schools with a lot of low-income students and leaves out some schools with insufficient
data.

What the group has shown in San Antonio is that some magnet and charter schools perform exceptionally well, as do some
urban elementary schools.

“It's not just the predominately white, affluent suburban schools that are doing well,” Sanborn said. “And frankly, places like
Alamo Heights, which we'd all expect to do well. ... It's not just affluence that helps them. It's that they're going above and
beyond.”

Alamo Heights High made the list at No. 3, along with other usual award-winners including Reagan and Churchill in North
East ISD and Clark and O'Connor in Northside. All serve a higher percentage of white, middle-class students than inner-
city San Antonio schools do.

But Sanborn said it's not just demographics that make the difference. The top 10 elementary schools list includes four
inner-city schools — two in Harlandale and one each in San Antonio and South San Antonio school districts.

And three charter schools that serve a high percentage of economically disadvantaged students made the Top 10 list of
middle schools.
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Common traits

So what do the top-rated schools have in common?

Some are smaller than average, such as the International School of the Americas, which has just 460 students. But
Director Kathy Bieser said much of what is working at her school could be replicated at a larger campus.

“When I think about some of the curriculum innovation that we are doing, I think that can be done in lots of places,” Bieser
said, noting that much of the curriculum is project-based and that students have a great deal of input.

Dedication, on the part of both students and staff, is another common thread.

For one thing, students must choose to attend several of the top-rated schools.

Though admission to KIPP Aspire, a top-rated charter middle school, is by lottery, students commit to a longer-than-
average school day and a rigorous college-prep approach.

Health Careers has entrance requirements — students must carry a ‘C' average, for instance — but anatomy and
physiology teacher Karen Forsberg said there's a misconception that tough admission criteria contribute to the school's
success.

“We do have minimum standards,” she said. “But our students range the gamut from very, very talented ... to students who
are struggling and need significant help.”

Still, students and parents at charters and magnets make an extra effort to be there and must commit to the school's
approach.

One reason a school such as Health Careers can maintain such a rigorous program is because students who find it not to
their liking can always fall back on traditional high schools. Many leave Health Careers, and other magnets, and enroll in
their “home” school.

Some educators at traditional public schools say that although they must accept anyone from their attendance zone, the
special-focus schools have the advantage of students who are motivated from the start.

Specialty schools

Many school choice advocates counter that special-focus programs are the best way to keep all students engaged and in
school.

Health Careers teacher Sharon Saxer said that approach is working at her school.

“We all are happier when we're doing what we want to do.”

Student Krimbill agreed, although he dismissed the idea that the school is a haven for “nerds.”

“You don't see nerds, you see focus,” he said. “Everyone who is at this school really wants to do well.”

Faculty members who go above and beyond are also key. At KIPP Aspire, the charter middle school, teachers hand out
their cell phone numbers to students and are required to keep them on at night and on weekends to be available to
students, said Mark Larson, CEO of KIPP San Antonio schools. He said that kind of open access is one factor in the
charter school's success.

“We both want to make sure the kids have the support that they need and make sure they don't have any excuses for not
getting it done,” Larson said.

At Morill Elementary in Harlandale ISD, Principal Linda Aleman said her students deal with poverty, single-parent
households and other social issues that have intensified in the recession. She relies on a devoted staff — including social
workers — to overcome those challenges.

“Schools are a reflection of their communities,” she said. “But we try to help students not only in academics, but emotionally
and socially as well.”

Sanborn of Children at Risk hopes the education community will look to the top-rated schools as examples of ways public
education can succeed.

“What we really want to see happen is, we want parents, we want school administrators and school leaders to see that we
can do better and we have examples of what really works,” Sanborn said.

Aleman said that although schools are subjected to countless tests and ratings, she appreciates all agencies, especially
nonprofit organizations, that aim to hold schools accountable.

“I'm glad that someone is watching. And all of this raises awareness. It's always healthy to look at best practices at other
schools. Being recognized for what we do each day makes our parents proud and confident in their children's schools.
That means they'll support us — and their children — even more.”

Staff Writers Michelle De La Rosa and Nancy Preyor-Johnson contributed to this report.
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