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§ The mew

Y THE TIME: Geaffrey Canadﬁ arrm,d at t’hai

o Pmmise Academy lomry, the audirorium was almost full: Hehad
expected.d modest turnont—he ﬁgurf:d the rain would keep alot

of parents aw*ty-«bu*{ by 6:00 pa: more: than two hundred people -
: “had crowded into: the back of the ha]l and there were dozens more

< till streammg i the front door. Here and there, members of ( ans |
 ada’s staffwere consulting chpboards and calmmg anxious parents..
. His director of education hurried past lim, shou‘tmg into her cell
- phore. Tt was Aprili4, 2004, 2 cool, wet night in Harlem. Thehand- -

~lettered  sign.out front of PS:242, streaked with raindrops, said
“Welcome to the Promise Academy Charter School Lettery and
: mszde;, past the sxgn«m t'able set up in‘the schooi s front h_’ti_iwmf, -

- C&mada, a tall thm bl&uk man'in a dark blﬁe su;t, surveyed the _

“Growd, From what he cﬂulci see, the parems t'akmg their seats ne-

' lem reszdents,.mosﬂy Afncm Amm ican; some H.IS panic, aimos’e a]i
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_pb&E ;:,}:wgrkiﬁg class, all struggling to one degree or another with

- the challenges of raising and educating children in one of New

York-City’s most impoverished neighborhoods. In many ways,

their sons and daughters were g_mw.ing up the way Canada had,

four decades before, just a few miles away in the South Bronx: ciit
off from the American mainstream, their futures constrained by

‘substandard schools, unstable fasilies, and a segregated City.

| pmblems, Lmada had embaﬂ\ed on an cutsized and andacions -

ey presxdent of a Weﬁ~respected Tocal nonprofit organization called -

Pive years earlier; frustrated by Harlem’s seemingly intractable

new endeavor, a poverty- ﬁghtmg project that was different from
anythmg that had come before it. Since 1990, he had been the

- the Rheedlen Centers for Children and Families, which operated a

i étthan 1t was abie to; admlt ‘So Canada chose the obvzous remedy he_
L drewupa waiting list, and it ‘quickly filled with the:names of chil- SR
- dren who néeded: his heip and couldnt get it, That" bothered him, R

handfil of programs in upper Manhattan targeted at young peo-

ple afterschool drop-i in cerers, truancy prevennon, antiviolence

" training for teenagers. They were decent programs, and they all did -
i some goo& for the'kids who were enroﬂed it them. But after Can-- -
-~ adahad been running them fora few- years, day inand. day out; hﬂ_ _

1deas about poverty startéd to change.

lhe catalyst was surprxsmgly smaple a V\Faii'm,g list. One Rheed« o

~and itkept bo‘thenng hirn, and before longithad him thmkmg dif-

i f’erently about his entire’ orgamzatmn Sure, the five hundred chil-
:odren who Were Tucky eneugh tobe pammpatmg in one of his pro- -
e :grams were: gettmg heip, but why: thase five hundred and not the

o 'ﬁve hundred on the waiting list? Or why niot another five hundred
o almgether? For that matter, why five htmdred fmé ngt five thou-

. sand?1f all he was doing was pgckmg sofme klcis to save and Eettmg

{he rest fail, what was the pomt?

: Camda became less and less sure. of what hzs programs really’
L ﬁdded up 1o, Each one was ﬂ;uppor‘ted bV a separate short-term. :
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grant, often on a contract from one city agency or another, and in
order to keep the money ﬂowmg, Canada was required to demon-
strate to'the foundations and agencies that paid for the programs
that a certain number of children had participated. But no one
seemed to care whether the programs were actually working, In
fact, rio .one seened to have given a whoIe lot of thought to what,
n thls context,” workmg might really mean. o
Canada began to woncier what would happ{-:n if he reversed the

| grams and then- trymg to ﬁgure out what they accomphshed and
- how they fit together, what if ke started with the outconies he

wanted to achieve and then worked backward from there, chang-

- ing and tweakmg and overhauling programs until- they actually

produced the right results? When he followed this train of thought
alittle further, he redlized that it wasn’t the outcomes of individual

_ programs tbat he really cared aboﬁt what mattered was the overaII :

impact he was able to have « on the chﬂdren he was trying 10 serve.

- _'_He was all £00 famﬁlar w1th the “fade- -out” phenomenon ‘where a

'group ()f needy kids are heiped a%cmg by ofe. program or: another

'ends Head S’cart the govemment funded prekmdergarten pro-
' gram for poor children, was the classic” example. P!enty of studies
had determined coniclusively that graduates of Head Start entered
' -kmdergarten ahead of their inner-city peers, And plenty of studies

had shown: that a few years later, those same: graduates had slipped

: “Back to the anemic achieverment level of neighborhood kids who

hadr’t artended Head Start. A few years of bad schooling and bad

' surroundmgs were powerful enough 1o wipe out-all of the pro-
_ gram’s gains, . :

“Canada wanted to find a way off the treadmill. $o he asked him-

selfa series of questmns, and gradually his thinking took shape

Who did He warit to help?
He wanted to heélp poor children, -
~What was his goal for them?
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| He Wa.nted them to be able to grow into fully functioning par-
tm;;an’ts i riainstream American middie-class life. :
What did they need fo do to acecomplish that? :
They had to survive adolescence, graduate from h;gh school get
into. c'él}'éige, and graduate from college. _ e
And what: did he have to. pro yzdg in order to hcip them czccomphsh

: that?- i

- thanel‘._ Sk ELETR

'---r-rHe conclucted ﬁrst, that :

o ';_:geographxcﬂ area and devote all:of his energiesto- that one place.

- He would have to start mtervenmg in- childrens lives when they

B wereyoung, at b"irth orieven earlier. The support.system he pro- .
'vzdeé Wmﬁd neeé to: be comprehensxve a contmueu& Imked se-

= ?__.and mechcal semses Anci he waﬁted seriots: numbf:rs He wasn’ t3 C

few kids, the ones who. were: s@tlreadyE

UL most hkely £0. succee&,-. th: ones whose parents had the resources
Eand formght to seek Qut a1é and support fc}r themselveb and thexr- _

) _'mkmg and. chaasmg, helping some klds and 1ettmg the

7 ;f: nelghbo hoods ther

““flience on their naighbor and the children who did: enroll would

feelat best like special cases and at worst like oddballs But if; sayy N
60 percent of the families were onboard, then: participation wou}d_ o
k -._come to seem normal; and so-would the values that wentwith ita

senise of responsibility;a beltef that there. was ¥ pomt tor gelf-im-

provement, a; hopeﬁﬁness about the future Canadd’s theory. was' '

; that each d‘uid weuld do better if all the chﬂdrers around him were

Well that was where the questwns got mterestmg, and chfﬁcult :

f--hapha?ard as they: had: been. He wauld need 0 seiect a smgle B

; : It was paztly a gut feehng, a perscmal thmg he had always hated

- of the familigs on a bleck orina. bcmsmg project were engag{ed in. .
onieof his: pmgramg, their, participation: wonldi't have much ine
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doing better. So instead of waiting for residents to find out on their
own about the services he was providing, his recruiters would seek
out participants by going door-to-door. in housing projecis-and
low-rent hig’hérises. They would create programs that were well
organized and even fun to attend, and they would sweeten the deal
by offering incentives—everything from a free-breakfast to Oid
Navy gift certificates—to break down any lingering resistance.

At the end of the 19905, Canada dedicated himself to making

“his idea a reality. He chose as the laboratory for his grand experi-

ment a 'ménty—'fout block zone of central. Harlem, an-drea that
contamed about thiee thousand children; more than 6o percent of
whom were living below the ‘poverty ling’ and three-quarters of

‘whom regulatly scored below. grade level o1 statewide reading and
math tests; He and his. staff developed an array of new,'mtegr‘ated
" programs: that followed the life-of @ child:.a parenting class for -
" Harlenyresidenits with children three and under, an intensive pré- B

kindergarten fot. four-year-olds, classroom aides and. afterschool
instruction for public school: students; and a tutoring center:for
teenagers, Canadas objecti{re was ta create a safety met woven so
tightly: that children in the neighborhood couldn’t slip through. It
was an idea both simple and radical, and he gave it a name.to.

_ match the Hariem Chlidrens Zone.




