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TEXT BY LEONARD GROSS

Three times since last September,
riots have closed the school. All
street doors are locked now, all com-
ings are challenged. Squads of adults
—teachars, parents and para-profes-
slonals—guard the corridors. From a
concrete patio that avokes the exer-
cise yard of a prison, students pags-
Ing through cetridors look like in-
mates en route to their cells. That is
just how most of them feel.

Danver's George Washington High
School hovers these days near a
death of the spirlt—a condition as sud-
denly American as myths of cherry
troes and truth. Eighty-five percent of
some 700 urban high schools recant-
ly surveyed had suffered one or more
disruptiens during the last thres
years, The turbulence masks what is
quite poasibly the most insidious so-
clal phenemencn shaping in America

today. For almost a decads, our eyes

have riveted on the college ae the
campus of discontant. It's now clear
that much of the college community’s
taste for absclutes has been imported
from high schools that addict stu-
dents to the very authoritarian modes
they at first detast,

There are no heroes In this stery.
It mixes white bigotry, black venom,
legal rigidity, parental vanity, stu-
dents who brutalize teachers, teach-

‘ers who hide bahind textbooks and a

principal who, for a brlef spell last
fall, was all but Immobilized by doubt,

Youw’ve got

to see
firsthand to
believe what’s
happening

! sometimas feal

the whole world's at a
costume party, and |
wasn't invited," says Jack
Beardshear, above,
principalof Denver's most
prestiglous high school,
I¥'s his whimsical
metaphor for & nightmare
that began when a hair-
pulfing contest

betweasen awhits and blacik
girl flared te chaos.
Occupation of the

school by police ended
only after a sit-In protest
at the school board. Said
attorney Edgar-Benton,
who led it: "We're

talking about the survival
of an instituticn.”
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Like most of George
WashingtonHigh School's
brightest students, fudy
Barshof, above,

detesis "'structurad”
classes, rigid rules and
fierce competition. "The
faculty feels it has

to control us and put us
down. These are

the things preventing

me from getting
knowledge. They're
distracting. We know
pratty well that

we're going {o make jt.
It's how we're going

to malke it that concerns
us, We want to live.”

“There’s
no feeling here.
There’s
no belonging
here.”

It probably had to happen. The people
of Denver had eslected new school-
board membars who promisad to
save them from busing. So involved
did the board bscome In radeeming
that pledge that no preparations were
made for defeat. The court order com-
pelling integration, which the board
had sought to evade, hadn't consld-
erad that some black students wouid
naither need nor want to move. Those
blacks commanded to transfer “felt
cheated,” as ane of them put It, "like
The Man saying, 'Now that you've
got your thing together, we're geing
ta braak 1t up,' " The blacks who ar-
rived at George Washington knew
they weren't wanted, and they wera
spoiling te fight, Thay did.

For all that, the black students
might have taken to George Wash-
lngton hed It been a living school,
"Nobody lves here,” physics teacher
Buel Hobinson vouches, and on that
point, there's fuil accord. There are
over 3,000 students at GW, but only
73 bide were sold to the last home-
coming dance. Off-campus pot par-
ties win more support.

Part of the problem Is a bullding so
vast the caonstruction foreman used
roller skates on the job. But mostly,
what turns students off Is an imposed
tradition for which parents hlame
teachers and teachars blame parents
—an emphasls on academics at the
expense of human development, "I
could have learned so much this year
1f1'd Just been permitted to know the
ather students,” senlor Gary Davis
laments. Critics describe the school
a8 a white suburban academic train-
ing camp. "The parents loved this
school,” says one mother. "t was
structured to keep out undesirables.”
Teachers fiked it too. At GW, they
could teach Denver's most gifted,
priviiaged kids. Some teachers had
used the school as a vehicie out of
the ghetto. Their new black students
plcked up on that at once. One bright
newcomer told how her teacher, after
explaining a point to the class, would
ask her if she had understood.

But it was the academle reputation
that most unsettled the Incoming
blacks. “There's no feeling here.
There's no belonging here,” Brian
Fishburn, Ir., ene of them, says. “The
name of the game Isn't education. It's
beat the compatition. They don't
seem to be people so much as an act.
It's like a refrigerator. If | were white,
I'd say the same thing."

Jack Beardshear wanted to change
the atmosphere, English teacher Jer-
ry Protexter remembers: "He came to
us two years ago and sald, 'l had two
daughters who went here, and they
hated it. i'm ycur new principal,” "




"We prate about
democracy,” says lack
Beardshear, "but we don't
practice it, Tha kids
aren’t free.” What kids
want are spontaneous
ancounters loaded
with issues, like class
above. What they
mastly get.are
programmed lectures,
which only consummate
actors like Michae!
Mahonchalk, far left,

. can pull off
Last spring, GW laid
oul & broad program
to humanize the schaol.
Riots kiltad it.
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The blonde girl sat in the principal's
office, tears creeping down her
cheeks. The Bbrarlan had sent her to
him because she'd acted up. "What's
the matter, Jill?" the principal asked,
“Why de you need to act out agalnst
everyone this year?”

"I'mreally sick of high school,” she
answered.

“JII, so am |," he replied.

A few monthe back, that was al-
most literally trua. Jack Beardshear
couldn’t sleep. Some mornings he
was 50 upset, he'd throw up. “It's a
goddemn mess, and | hate it,'" he
blurted at one point, 'l hate geing to
work every day of my life.”

Yet dealers In absolutes shou'd
proceed with care, Jack Beardshear
is not easily typed, He dresses |vy
but chills great Bordeaux, looks llke
a golf pro hut teara over Stelnbaeck,
Throughout the fall, he delivered up
contaglous laughter while he was
clinlcaily depressed. Most contradio-

" tory is the reflexive integrity that

blurte through his verbal defenses.
Asked once what he did to relax, Jack
Beardshear repiled, "1 drinl,"

Beneath his fetching medesty lles
anead to be liked and to lead, not for
the sake of power but for tha vallda-
tion power provides. His long record
as a principal has earned him the es-
teem he craves. "He wasn't assigned
to GW because he had a poor work
recerd. GW's the showcase,” a con-
sultant to the schools declares. Says
contemporary-fssues teacher Dick
Jordan, & leader of GW's progres-
sives, | was so exclted when he
cama to this school that | didn't know
what to do."

What excited Jordan and others
was Beardshear's one-ic-one fesling
for kitls, He sees students as individ-
vals, not ag globs or groups. When
one brilllant senlor Insisted on drop-
ping out last year, Beardshear ar-
ranged to get him a diploma. The boy
soon won a scholarship to Yaie.

"We must predicate everything we
do on kids' feelings,” he says., "We
need to do so much to let kids venti-
late, enter into roles, ses how other
people feel. They wish the masks
weren't there,

“You've got to concern yourself
with the feelings of people much more
then with curricufum adjustment, I
teachers can sver make an adjust-
ment to the feelings of kids, thay can
make a helluva |ot relevant to them."

The unkindest thing said of Jaock
Beardshear is that he talks out of both
sides of his mouth. That could be
weakness; 1t could also be willing-
ness—rarc in this age of absolutes—
to reach out fo both sides in a fight.

Does

he deal from
weakness—
or from
willingness to
hear both
sides?

Riot postmortems
showed almest total
lack of preparation for
biacks. "Everything
we did was fust kind of
Band-Aid work,"” Jack
Beardshear, left,
reflacts. "' Somehow
wa've fusi got to

do something about our
inability to talk to

one another.” In

gym and in classes
ke Mark Zamantakis',
above, human
chemisiry begins.

Riots petrified teachers,
but they afl stayed on the
fob. Above, Beardshaar
summens his faculty to
post-riot "meeting,”
surprises them with kegs
of beer, a Dixieland
band and a bow: "{ owe
you people so much,”
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lack Geardshear has mounted a dar-
ing, subtle game to save his school—
so0 subtle most of hie colleagues can't
understand It, Some wonder 1f he un-
darstands it Mmself.

The Beardshear game—or non-
game—is congeivably the alaborataly
contrived evasion of @ man unwilling
to act. But it Is just as concelvably
the only game that anyone can win.
The game might be catled "Being Hu-
man,” and it homes In on the author-
ity crisis besieglng our schools.

"Our schools are now educating
millions of students who are not form-
ing an alleglance to the democratic
political system simply because they
do not experlence such a democratic
system in their daily lives at schoal,”
says Alan F. Westln, head of Colum-
bia University's Center for Hesearch
and Education In Amerigan Liberties.

What Jack Beardshear Is proposing
goes to the heart of that issue: to
change the authoritarian process by
changing his own role first,

I cannot act, he is saying, ! can only
create a ciimate for actlen—and hope
the teachers will act. In so doing, |
am only treating teachers as ! hope
teachers will treat kids,

There are no experts yet in the
handling of taday's new demands.
What makes- lack Beardshear valu-
able to the rest of us Is that he has
the humility to admit it. "'I'm groping.

I'm nct a profeasional adminisirator,
Everything | do is an experiment. |
never sought thia Job, | never antici-
pated | could do It. All | can do is en-
courage teachers to belleve that vul-
nerability isn't such a bad posture,
As soon as you start to {et down
your defenses, life beglns to open up.”
What almest no one-students,
least of all-appreciates is the threat
this poses to most teachers. In effact,
the Beardshear Game requires that
students be taught the Inevitability of
change by some of the very people
for whom change presents the great-
ost risks. Freadom can be frightening
to pecple not used to it; those who
have never baen wreated 2z humans
might find the process unnarving,
There are some perfectly superb
teachers at GW who resonate com-
fortably with kids; thare are dozens
more who, ralsed in authoritarian
structures, cannot raach out at all.
What students fall to sea is that the
changes they seek can only be ac-
complished through these teachers.
Students indulge themselves with un-

bridied fantasies of rabetlion, but their

teachers will not disappear.

Yet those same teachers might
gratefully o what they must to land
substance to their rolas, if they were
given a dignified chance to do so.
Threatened, they retreat to the trench
of habit, Encouraged, they might

A daring
game

could save
his school, if
teachers
and students
will play

Brief encounters are
under way now at
George Washington High
School. Participanis
believe crisis exposed
defacts badly in need of
giring. And Principal
lack Beardshear invokes
the wisdom of Pogo:;
"We have met the enemy
and he is us,"

modify to more contemporary ways.

The first part of that process lack
Beardshear has correctly identified.
Teachars must be treated as humans
before they can treat others that way.

Al some point in the Beardshear
Game, teachers would step from be-
hind their textbooks and ask the kids
what they want, They might be sur-
prised at how thoughtful soma of
those demands can be: schools with-
in schools; one subject all day, even
all menth; three months on, one month
off—the list 1s long. But what kids
want most of ali is that the democratic
process be lived.

The solution is not to be found in
absolutes, Students need some of the
freedom CGeorge Washington tried to
offer last year. But they need some
of tha structurs the school in its zeal
abendoned, They need an authority
in which they participate, "We want
the freedom to be Involved in what
we're learning—but we don't want to
be cut loose,” a Danver student ob-
served recently. That Is a memorable
fermula for change—and if &vents of
recent weeks are any indication, a
replistic one as well. As the new se-
master began, rapping teachers and
students had begun to form what a
school psychiatrist catled “islands of
health’ as a basis for future growth.
For the moment at least, the Beard-
shear Geme had a chance to pay off,
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