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REMARKS OF CR. LEONARC COVELLO UFCN ACCEFTANCE OF THE
MERITORIOUS SERVICE MECAL OF THE DEFARTMENT OF STATE OF THE
STATE OF NEW YORK.

EY- COVELLO, LEGNARE

ECRS FRICE MF-$0.09 HC-$G.36 SF,

CESCRIFTORS- %HISTORICAL REVIEWS, *SCHOOL COMMUNITY
RELATIONSHIF, %ETHNIC GROUFS, URBAN ENVIRONMENTS, HIGH
SCHOOLS, INTERMECIATE GRACES, COMMUNITY FROGRAMS, *=COMMUNITY
FROBELEMS, xCOMMUNITY INVOLVEMENT, ITALIAN AMERICANS, FUERTO
RICANS, HARLEM, NEW YORK CITY, INTERMECIATE SCHCOL 201,
EENJAMIN FRANKLIN HIGH SCHOOL

HIGHLIGHTEEL IN THESE REMARKS ARE THE EXFERIENCES OF
EENJAMIN FRANKLIN HIGH SCHOOL, A COMMUNITY-CENTEREC SCHCOL IN
EAST HARLEM, FROM ITS EEGINNINGS IN 1934 TO THE FRESENT. AT
THE QUTSET, A COMMUNITY ACVISORY COUNCIL WAS FORMEC TO CEAL
WITH FROBELEMS CF CITIZENSHIF, FARENT ECUCATICN, RACE, ANC
JUVENILE AIC, ANC, AT ONE POINT IN THE SCHOCL'S HISTCRY, IT
CAMFAIGNEC SUCCESSFULLY FOR A LOW INCOME HOUSING FROJECT ANC
FOR ACCITICNAL FERSONNEL FOR THE SCHCOL. CURING THIS TIME THE
SCHOOL 'S MANY AUXILIARY ACTIVITIES (YEAR-ROUNC CAY SCHCL ANC
ECUCATIONAL ANC RECREATIONAL FROGRAMS) WERE MACE FOSSIELE
WITH THE ACCITIONAL FERSONNEL. ASSIGNEC TO THE SCHCOOL BY THE
WORKS PROGRESS ACMINISTRATION ANC THRCUGH THE RESCQURCES CF
THE SCHCOL ANC THE COMMUNITY. AT A LATER TIME, STORE FRCNTS
NEAR THE SCHCOL WERE RENTEC FOR COMMUNITY ACTIVITIES, f
INCLUCING THE HISFANIC-AMERICAN BUREAU, WHICH, ALCNG WITH
COTHER SERVICES, SERVEC THE ECUCATIONAL ANC SCCIAL NEECS CF
THE GROWING NEICHEORHCOOL FUERTO RICAN COMMUNITY. IN CCNTRAST
WITH EENJAMIN FRANKLIN'S ENCOURAGING COMMUNITY INVOLVEMENT,
IN THE CURRENT CASE CF INTERMECIATE SCHCOL 201 IN EAST HARLEM
THE FRCFOSAL FOR A SCHCCOL-COMMUNITY COMMITTEE TO ACMINISTER
THE SCHCOL WAS COMMUNITY-INITIATEC. THIS FRCFOSAL, IT IS
FELT, AFFORCS THE COFFORTUNITY FOR THE SCHOOL ANC THE
COMMUNITY TO CCCFERATE TO FINC SOLUTICNS TO EXISTING ‘
ECUCATICONAL FROEBLEMS. (JL) ’
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% at the
§ Benjamin Franklin High School
e East Harlem, New York City
December 14, 1966
Vo disées | Intr'*oductor:y Note

The statement which follows does two things: it
allows a distinguished educatcr to point up some of the
highlights of his twenty-two years at the Benjamin Franklin
High School in East Harlem- years which have becore ons of
the truly great chapters in the history of the achie vement
of the American public school,.

It also gives a clear picture of the basic philosophy
which animates the Community Centered School, and which
impinges so strongly on the contemporary educational
challenge 1n the ghettos of our American cities.

The Department of State of the State of New York is
to be commended not only for the conferment of its award
to Dre Leonard Covello, but congratulated on its perceptive
awareness of the great service that our schools and their
leaders have made -to the achievement of American social

1dealse '

Frank M, Cordasco
Professor of Bducation
Montelalr State College
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Judge Lomenzo, I want to express my deep appreciation to
you as Secretaiy of the Dgpartment of State of the State of New
York, for having conferred on me, this very high honor.

May I accept thls award not only as a tribute to myself, butb
as a tribute to my colleagues and co-workers~~ teachers, parents,
East Harlem Spocletlies and Orgenizations, and my former students
whose cooperative efforts made possible whatever was achieved,

I want to express my appreciation to those who have spoken
here tonlght and to the organlzations which they represent and
which have sponsored this community evente- the East Harlem Civic
Association and 1ts President, Ugo Perez; the Instituto de
Pyerto Rico and 1ts President Luis Quero Chiesaj the East Harlem
Council for Community Planning and its Cheirman, Carl Flemister,
and the Migration Division of the Commonwealth of Puerto Rieco and
its National Director, Joseph Monserrat, Franklin '39,

I also want to thank all those who are honoring me with their
presence here tonlght,

Special thanks are due to Miss Rita Collins, Assistant
Secretary of Stete for the State of New York, and to Luisa Quintero
feature writer and columnist for El1l Diario, for their help in
planning this program,

You can well understand how gratifying it is for me to be
recelving this award 1n the school and 1n the community which has
meant and means so much to me, .

Benjamin Franklin High School in East Harlem was organized
In June 1234, during the 3Ireat Depression= a disaster which shook
the nation to its very fcundations, It was a perlod of fears
and doubits and gueations ahout every aspect of our Ameri~an way
of 1.fe. Scarching qguestions were ralsed as to the roic of *he
publlc school. in our American communities. It was in 1952 %Hhat
Professor George Counts of Teachers College, Coiumbia University,
wrote his challenging book: Dgre the School Bulld A New Socilal
Order ™ .

There was a need for a hlgh school for boys in the Fast
Harlem community. The high school came into being through the
united, persistert and untiring efforts of the people of the
East Harlem community snd concerned people outside the community.

At that time, De Witt Clinton High School located in the
North Bronx had a eeglister of 11,000 boyse 6,000 were 1in the
malin bullding and 5,000 were in five annexes., Two of the annexes
(01ld elementury schools) on the East Side of Manhattan were made
avallable for the new school and 1,800 boys were transferred to
congtitute the student body of the Benjamln Franklin High School,

There were two educational experlences that gave direction
to the educational progrem of the Benjamin Franklin High School,.
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One was the East Harlem Boys'! Club Study 1928-19343 the other was

the program of the Dgpartment of Itallan at the De Witt Clinton
High School from 1921=1934. ‘ ,

In 1927 the Boys' Club of New York established the Jefferson
Park Boys Club in a new building on 1lllth Street near 2nd Avenue,
to provide a program to counteract the high Juvenile delinquency
in Bast Harlem, In 1928, by a grant made avallable through the
Department of Sociology of the School of Education, New York
University, a study was undertaken to determlne the effects of the
Jefferson Park Boys Club of New York on the youth of the East
Horlem community, and on the community itself,

Profcssor Frederic Thrasher, a nationally known soclologist
and author of The Gang=- A Study of 1313 Gangs in Chlcago, came
from the University of Chicago to New York to direct this study.

At the time this study was undertaken, I was Chairman of theo
Department of Italian at the De Witt Clinton High School, located
at 59th Street and 10th Avenue, and Lecturer kn the School of
Education at New York University. Due to the fact that one~third
of the 1,000 students in the Itallian Department were llving 1n
Bast Harlem, Dr. Thrasher asked the cooperation of our Department
in this Study. So that the Italian Department staff, the teachers-
in-training, and some of the Italian students living in East Harlem
all became involved in this Study in various capacitiess 1In our
partizipation in this study, in the numerous dlscussions, confer-
ences and seminars at New York University and in the East Harlem
community, the question constantly arose as to what should be tae
role of the school in relation to the many serious problems facing
the East Harlem community- a community in which almost 80% of its
200,000 people were of foreign stock:= an immigrant community,
confronted with the ever occuring problem of the sccond-generation-
foreign-born children and children of foreign-bcrn parentse

The Boys Club Study made two very imporiant contrlibutions:
One, it stimulated the Fast Harlem community to campalgn for a
high school for 1ts boys who had to travel long distances to get
an education; and two, it gave us a thorough and extensive
sociological study of evcry aspect of community 1life in East Harlem.

The Italian Department at the De Witt Clinton High School
begen with one class in 1920 and by 1928, had a register of 1,09*
students with a full four year course, and two 4th year classece
Cooperating with the Itallan Teachers Associatiol, parity for the
Italian lenguage was estnblished in 1922 after a ten year campalgn.
For during that perlod school authorities felt that hHaving Itallan
students study the Italian language would segregate them from other
students and retard their "Americanization"- an old and often
repeated story~- an idea with which we very definitely took 1ssua.

The Itallan Departmont was not only concerned with t he s tudy
of the Itallan language nné the appreciation of the culture of
Italy, but also, through Lts club activitlies, sponsored many
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Italian programs in the Italo~American communities of the e¢ity.
It put on performances of Italian plays, music and folk dances
in settlement houses, churches, schools and Italian Society
centers. At these performances the students assumed the important
role of speaking to the parents, urging them to keep thelr
children in school to achleve at least a hilgh school dlplome,
and stressing the importance of having thelr children s tudy the
Italian language. ©Some of these students were tralned to teach
English to Itallan immligrants and to help them obtain thelr

merican e¢ltlzenship papers 1ln centers in Zast Harlem and on
the lower East Side of the city.

o The alumni and senior students of the Department established

Holp Classes for the younger students who were having a difficult
time maointaining themselves in High School. Home visiting was
also carried on by older students and teachers.,

In 1922 the Department of Itallan created the first Itallan
Parent Teachers Association at De Witt Clinton even before the
high school itself had a Parent Teachers Assoclation.

A Department and Club magazine Il Foro was launched and
students were gilvsn the opportunity To carry on this very
valuable activity.

The purpose of all these varled activities was to stimul-ie
the young Italo-American student not only vo aspire and to
acr-izve for hls own personal advancement, but aiso to glve him
an cpoporiunilty to serveo :

In the coursc of these activities, we 2ll gained a great
deal of insight into the problems that Italo-Americony were
facing in our city- in the"Little Italies" of that pericd.

So that when Benjamin Franklin High School was organized; there
was alrsady the vonvictlon that for thls school to carry out an
effective educationalal program, it had to invelve 1tself in the
life of the community., So we attempted to c?cgte a Community-
Oriented «= a Community-Centered School.

Through the crention of a Community Advisory Council of the
Benjamin Franklin High School which included in its membhership
business and professional groups, religious groups, educational
organizations, civie assoclations, forelgn language socleties and
press, prominent community citizens, social agcneies, murnicipal
departments and students of the high school; the school btock the
initiative and b ecame involved in problems affecting the community:
housing, health, citlizenship, parent education, racial probiems,
juvenile aldy etce In this way the school reached out into the
community in an attempt to make the people realize that education
must have a broad social basis and should not confine 1ts pro-
gram only to the acudemic aspects of education, |

Of course, we were interested and concerned about the
acadomic values of the high school programe. The basic knowledges
end skills that students derive from the various disciplines
were and are tremendously important. Reading at least at grade
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"level was and 1s very important; but we were also concerged with
the soclal aspects of education~ with wilidening the scope and
function of our high school programs We wanted communi®y lnvolve-
ment and participation, We wanted to ally ourselves with the
wholesome forces in our community to bring about better amd more
wholesome community living. We felt that academic subjeats should
not be an end in themselves but should be utllized to asehleve these
broader social purposes, And student involvement was one of the
very important objectlves in all our plans,

It was possible through the personnel assigned by the Works
Progress Administration (W,P,A.) and our own school and community
resources for the schcol to function on an alleyear pround basls
with & day school, afternoon and evening educatlional and recrea-
tional programs, and a summer schoole. The W,P,A, workers assigned
to the school did an extraordinary job, particularly in the
Remedial Reading Programs of the Eaglish and Soclal Studies
Departnents of the high schoole At one period of the All~Year
Round educational program, the W,P.A. assigned ninety-six (96)
workers to carry on our many and varled activitles,

One of the very active Committees of the Community Agvisory
Council was the Housing Committee. Thils Sehool Community Commlittee
worked consistently over a three year period, in the campaign to
establish the East River Houses on the East River Drive~ the first
low income Housing Project in East Harlem. It also campaigned
for the new Benjamin Franklin High S¢hool also on the East River
Drive~ or "The East Riviera" as we ealled 1it, using as our
campaign slogan "A New School in a New Community." And we just
missed out on a badly needed hospitally  After much sollcitous
and continued effort, the High School Division of the New York
City Board of Education granted the school an extra posltlon
for a Community-School Coordinator~ an unprecedented conccssion,
and probablv the first of its kind 1n the eity. However, we
falled in achieving an equally important positione~ a Director of
Interculturel FEducation functioning city-wide in the High School
Division,

In order to work more c¢losely and more intimately with the
community, we rented five store-fronts on 108th Street close to
the main building of the high school, These store-fronts were
used for a Friends and Neighbors Club for general meetlng purposes,
an Hispanic=American Educational Bureau, an Italo~American
Educational Buyreau, & Community Library and sn Alumni Club Center.

-

We conducted a Sanitation Drive to make our streets cleaner
and more wholesome. We created a Playlot~ the forerunner of the
present Vest Pocket Parks. We published the East Harlem News-
jointly sponsored by the school and the community. For we wanted
to create a Voice for the East Harlem community- a Voice which
was non~exlstent in those days and which was badly needed=- and
fo>r which there is an even morce urgent need today,

Before the Second Wnarld War, there was a very substantial
Puerto Rican community in East Harlem- "E1 Barrio"- the pioneer
3
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and largest Puerto Rican community in New York City, To help meet
the educational and soclal needs of our Puerto Rican people, the
Gommunity Aqvisory Council of the sehool sponsored an Hispanic~
Educatlonal Byreau using one of the school's store-fronts to carry
out its program jointly with the Italo~American Educational Bureau
which occupied an adjoining store~front. With the ending of the
Second World War, programs for our Puerto Rican students and
people were increased snd expanded, A Puerto Rican Parent Teachers
Agsoclation was organized, planning its own programs and using
Spanish at thelr meetings and social events., A students!

Borinquen Club gave the Pyerto Rican students of the school an
opportunlty to sponsor programs in the school and in the community,
and to acqulre understanding end appreciation of the culture of
their people.

In 1948-1949 a series of Press Conferences- elghteen in all-
were sponsored by the school and the Pyerto Rican leaders.
Directors of public agencies in New ¥Ynork City and New Ynrk State
in the fields of education, welfare,; social work, law enforcement,
¢lvil service, labor etc were invited to discuss the programs
of thelr agencies with Puerto Rycan leaders and representatives
of the Hispanic press. Journalists of the caliber of Luilsa
Quintero, Babby Quintero, Teofilo Maldonado and Arnaldo Meyners
conveyad the necessary information derived from these conferences
to the Puerto Rican community. The students of the Bhrinquen Club
were hosts and participated in thdse conferences.

Six Annual Latin-Apmerican Festivals organized by Babby
Quintero and Lulsa Quintero, and directed by Babby Quintero, werec
held at the school in the auditorium filled to capaclity. These
festivale not only provided four to five hours of colorful entep-
tailnment but drew the Puerto Rican family into the school.

It may be of interest to note here that in 1951 the first
substantlal study of the "Puerto Rican Child in ths New York City's
Public Schools" involving seventy-five (75) Ejementary and Junlor
High Schools, sponsored by the Mayor's Advisory Committee on
Puerto Rican Affalrs, was made through the resources of the
Benjamin Franklin High School.

I have t rled to point up very briefly and inadequately some
- of the highlights of our experience in nur attempt to create a
“ Community School~-a Community-Centered Schoole-a school that
would serve 1ts communlty, It was the school that took the
initiatives It was the school reaching out into the cormunity,
seeking and stressing and urging cooperative action.

Tnday in East Harlem we have a reverse situation, It is the
community taking the lnitiative. It 1s the community seekling
involvement in one of its newly built schools at 127th Street
and Madison Ayenue. This past year in the new Intermediate School
201 in East Harlem, the local community-- parents, local leaders,
lay and professional people concerned and troubled by the lack

of progress of their children in our East Harlem Community
schools, have been seeking to create an effective and continuing
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relationship between the school and the loecal community. The
baslic feature of thelr proposal is the creaction of a Sehool=-
Community Committee as an integral part of the school to function
both in the schocl and in the community. The functions and
responsibilitles that this School Community C~mmittee would assume
have generated a controversy that has involved the Mayor of the
City, the Board of Education, the United Federation of Teachers,
the United Parents Assoclation, the Puyblic Education Associatisn
and the supervisory staff of the schools, The issues involved
have by no means been resolved-~ just an uneasy truce., The local
press has glven ample, if not completely satilsfactory coverage,
to> this controversy., :

To me, the proposal mede by thas local Sehool=Community
Committee represents nne of the most significant eduecatinnal
events thot has occured in my long career as a teacher in the
public schnnls of our city. For ot long last, it is the eommunity
which 1s taking the initlative~ 4t 13 the ~ommunity now seeking
Involvement in the education of 1ts children. Far decades our
schools have been living in a2 enntinual state of crisis which can
only be ellminated by bsld, imaginative and even extreme measurecs,
For decades our New York City schnols have suffered consistently
end grievously wlth inadequate budgets, over-sized classes,
heavy teaching schedules, shhrtage of essential materials and
working conditions that have made 1t difficult and at times
ilmpossible to do a good teaching job., Ag teachers we have debplored
the lack of general public support, lack of parent cooperation
for strengthening public education and creating quallty education
for all our children. For the best interests of the child zre
served when a concerned body of local people 1g intimately
1nvolved with the school program, and therein strengthens
lmmeasurable the total educational experience of the child.

The proposals of a School Community Committee for I.S. 201
extreme as they may appear, afford an unusual opportunity to
help create the kind of schools that we have envisioned. Let us
not reject and condemr utterly this community effort. ILet us
continue to "reason together" to find the solution. The basic
1dea of community involvement in the sechonl in the education
of the child 1is sounde. For what may appear unconventional,
extreme or cven imposasible today, can become the reality of

- tomorrow. Let's go forward for a better tomorrow.




