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I was a pre-law school student at New York University. I worked in legally related jobs for eight years. But as I raised
my children, I found that my career did not satisfy me with respect to what I hoped to give to the next generation. So
I enrolled in Bank Street College of Education to become a teacher. My motivation as a teacher, and now as a school
leader, is to help break the cycle of poverty for children and families. When I was a teenager, after my parents’
divorce, my mother, two brothers and I lived on the edge of poverty in New York City. Many of our meals came from
a nearby charitable organization. I look at the students at Academy of the City, 71% of whom are eligible for Free and
Reduced Lunch (FARL)—and I know that by providing them with a high-quality education, I can help them to access
opportunities that all children should receive. I’ve seen many of our students graduate and move on to notable
independent and public high schools. At a recent alumni event, a graduate shared that she accepted an invitation to
take the Hunter Test—an opportunity offered only to the top 10% of students in the city. This particular student had
started at our school in Kindergarten in 2011. English is her second language, and she had had limited English language
skills. And now, to see her invited into a highly selective program—this is exactly what Academy of the City was
established to do: provide a learning experience that would place our students on a path to breaking the cycle of
poverty.

BREAKING THE CYCLE, STARTING WITH JOY
Our students want to be here, and families are excited to be a part of Academy of the City. We see that this is in
large part due to the school’s culture and values, which are rooted in joy. We know that children learn best when they
are happy, and our definition of success is developing children to be joyful, creative, independent, and successful
lifelong learners. At Academy of the City, our student attendance rate is above 95%. Over the past four years, we
have retained 90% of our students from year to year. The chronic absenteeism rate for New York City schools is
26%; ours is 8%. Over 35% of our students participate in after-school programs with two on site programs at our
schoolPart of creating joy for our students is cultivating connection and community. We hold community meetings at
the start of each day where each elementary school student says their name and shares something that interests
them. Middle-school students take a team-building trip in the Fall every year. Every morning when students enter
the building, teachers greet them with smiles at the door. At the leadership level, we are committed to getting to
know every student outside of the academic realm, through our presence during recess and extracurriculars, for
example. We also develop joy by encouraging independent reading. We have a library of 5,000+ books so that
children can choose what they want to read. Diversity, as well, promotes joy. For many children, school is the first
time that they have the chance to work with students from different cultural and ethnic backgrounds. A diverse
school like Academy of the City can be a melting pot where children learn how to work together—and have fun—with
people who are different from them.And joy helps to shape student self-perception. If students see that other people
believe in them, they are able to rise to the expectations that they have for themselves and that we want for them as
well.

TALENT IN COLOR
Academy of the City is one of the most ethnically diverse schools in New York City, by design. Our students speak
more than 19 different languages! As Executive Director, it is very important to me to have a mix of staff reflecting
students in the classroom, since students perform best under these circumstances. New York City public schools
serve an overwhelming number of children of color, yet educators do not reflect this diversity in nearly equal
proportion. There are many talented charter school leaders of color in the United States. But still, charter school
leaders of color are not expected—which then presents challenges in terms of developing talent among tomorrow’s
leaders. For example, as Executive Director at Academy of the City, I (happily) work 50-hour-plus weeks. Part of
this involves doing whatever needs to be done—I’ll sweep floors and shovel snow. But if I’m doing this kind of work
and someone sees me, and then they learn that I’m the Executive Director, they are very surprised. It is critically
important that charter school leaders of color are a part of our collective work to create more high-performing,
equitable school systems. At Academy of the City, I strive to cultivate future charter school leaders of color. We
have a teacher leader program to develop talent. This year we also started small advisory groups where teachers
meet with students outside the classroom, which is another opportunity to grow as an educator. I was so pleased
that teachers of color applied.

"In my role, I am in a position to develop talent and create a pipeline for tomorrow’s leaders, and I
take this very seriously."

Academy of the City
Location
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Student enrollment
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Website

Woodside, NY
2011
530
K-6
www.academyofthecity.org

Student Demographics

Asian
Black/African-American
White/Caucasian
Hispanic/Latino

23%
8%
16%
53%

Homeless Youth
At Risk Students
Students with Disabilities
ESL Students

2%
71%
10%
16%
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