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CHANGING SCHOOL

Frustration Fills
Hamilton High
Academic Life

"We used to brag about the num-
her of kids who won science awards
and other contests," reminisced a
longtime administrator at Hamilton
High School.

"We used to claim it was one of the
ouistanding academic high schools
in the city, And although we still
have some very outstanding stu-
dents, we don't usually say that any
move.* -

What they do say sometimes is
‘that Hamilton has "gone downhill."

It is no illusion that Hamilton once
enjoyed a glowing reputation of
academic success in the Los Angeles
tity school system and even on a na-
tional level to some extent.

The question is how all that may
have changed and why.

PPeaple and leachers have a lot of
delusions about the past)
—A Teacher

The so-called decline of Hamilton
High is conmmonly traced to about
1967-68, when—not coincidentally,
in the minds of many whites—the
number of black students at the
school climbed above 10% for the
first time.

But the deterioration since then,
which is so often taken for granted,
is not easily borne out in facts and
tigures,

For example, the grade point
average for seniors at the school in
1968 was 2.4 (20isa C and 3.0 is a
B). Last year it was still 2.4. .

All indications are that nearly as
many Hamilton graduates are going
on to college now as before, And Ha-
milton youngsters still do as well as
they ever did at the University of
California — considerably above
average.
~ Hamilton student scores on state
reading and arithmetic tests have
held about steady for the past five
years and remain ahove average.

This is the second in a five-part
series on life in a Los Angeles high
school by Times education writers
Noel Greenwood and Jack McCurdy
and Times staff writer Celeste Dur-
ant.

Iive students earned perfect A aver-
ages in 1971-72, the most ever in a
single year.

Tt is true that hlack students have
had an impact: a Jarger number of
blacks than whites come to Hamilton
less prepared, less skilled in reading
and writing.

‘The schoo! says an estimated one-
third of, the students read far
enough below average to need reme-
dial help, and most of these are
black.

The social studies department
used to have one basic government
class for slower students, "Now we
have four or five,” one teacher says.

But Hamilton's reputation—and
the academic lifeblood of the school
—was linked to something else, and
that is a much more complex issue.

_ "T'en yewrs ugo in a senior com-
position class, a teacher might have
gotlen cveryone to enler an essay
contest He would have said, 'Look,
we have ¢ good chance to win some
money and recognition.! Students
would have felt it was something
they wanted to be involved in, some-
thing worthwhile, Today, if a teach-
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Frustration Rises, Academic Status Dips at Hamilton High
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ar urged this, e would get a lot of

zesistance.”
-3 teacher

- Hamilton students once carried of{
a remarkably large share of awards
in English, essay-writing, math and
seience contests, Their triumphs
contributed mightily to the school's
Thigh academic standing.

But the competitive drive that
produced those winning cntrics has
seemingly waned.

This new attitude-—call it less
pride in achievement for achieve-
ment's sake—scems to be at the
very heart of what has happened to
TTamilton and perhaps to other high
dchools as well.

. "Poday," says a counselor, "I hear
statements (from teachers) like, 'I
don't want honors eclasses. Who
wants to do the work? I used to
have problems of getting everyone
e

A long-time Hamilton teacher re-
calls what it used to be like on re-
port card day. "If they didn't get an
A, it was devastating. Today, you
don't have that kind of pressure on
many students.”

. Says another fexcher:

. "We used to he able to say, 'Read
this chapter and answer the first
five questions at the end. T don't
think we can do that now. Students
are more willing to express disap-
proval of what they consider poor
teaching and irrelevance, When T
was a sludent we kept our thoughts
Lo omnselves."

Impact of Milifancy

Perhaps the new attitude is in part
an outgrowth of the student revolt
i1 the late 1960s, which touched Ha-
nilton as it did many other high
schools,

. Although much of that student
niilitancy has subsided into apathy,
students at Flamilton seem to have
emerged fundamentally different.

*They are more cynical, more
questioning and less willing to take
~our word for everything," says one
teacher.

They also seem Lo tuke a tougher,
niore eritical view of Hamilton it~
solf, and many find the school se~
riously lacking.

“Day in and day out it's the same
thing over and over again," says one
student, "Bvery day you walk inta
class seeking something new hut it's
the same rouiine.”

"Students don't care for school
senerally—ihat's not a big depar-

“thre from the past," argues one

teacher.

But most teachers—even this one
--also agree there is more to it than
that.

Attitudes Veiled

{What may surprise them Is how
bitter some students have become,
One teacher rated the attitude of her
students generally excellent, Then
she read their answers to questions
posed in a survey by The Times.
"The negative feeling that was given
hardly seemed like it eould have
been from the same enthusiastic, in-
terested group of students that I
ha.v]e worked with for 10 weeks," she
said,

(On the surface, students do ap-

pear to be passively contented about
school. But just because they are not
otit demonstrating, one student ve-
marks, "doesn't mean many stu-
dents arc uot  disturbed"  about
academic life at Humilton.)
" When students are asked what
they don't like about Iamilton,
some of their most intense feelings
are reserved for teachers, Says mme
atsident in & typical comment:

“Some {eachers don't seem to give

a damn about whether you learned
the subject matter or not. Some
ieachers do nothing but run their
mouths all period. Some teachers
talk or lecture in a monotone, Some
classes are outright boring."

But it works both ways. Teachers—
good ones—and some classes are
also what seem to turn on students
most about school.

"The few teachers-that are excel-
lent, know their material, know how
to present it and get everybody in-
volved make this school worthwhile
most of the time," one student sums
up.

Significantly, Hamilton students
generally do not doubt that most
teachers prepare well for classes and
know their subject matter (although
a good many want that subject mat-
ter to include more present-day
issues).’

"But," says one student, "they
don't know how to present it., All
they do is recite the hook."

'T find most of my subjects like
Spanish or history seem to drag,”
says another, "and I become very
uninterested and usually end up
daydreanjing or not going to class
the next day, 1 wouldn't blame my
horedom on the subjects alone.
These teachers seem to make the
class just as boring as the subject
suggests.”

Student Proposals

Comments a third studen{: “I'he
subject matter is presented in such a
way it puts you to sleep, No variety.
No new ideas or teaching methods."

(And wyet, paradoxically, when
asked who is to blame for students
not doing well at Hamilton, they
blame themselves overwhelmingly.)

There ig a fair share of youthful
cxaggeration and restlessness in all
these statements, But they come
with such frequency from so many
students that they cannot be easily
dismissed.

What would students do to make
classes more interesting? Here is a
Lypical suggestion:

"More student involvement in
class; lefting them choose subjects
within a course that interest them.
If a student doesn’t like what a class
offers, his lack of interests prevents
him from gettling anything out of it."

Perhaps the most perceptive com-
nent, though, is this one:

*Show them (students) how what
they're learning is relative to prob-

Dress cade is thing of the past.

Except for the cranial adornments, library scene is much the same.
Times photos by Jue Kennedy

lems now, by examples and discus-
sions. That way, students would un-
derstand why they're learning it and
have a better understanding.”

More than a few students ave also
concerned about the quality of life
inside classrooms, They want to be
liked by teachers and be able to like
the teachers in return, They want a
reluxed classroom,

Says one student: “Many times,
teachers treat students like compu-
ters, (If I were a teacher) I'd relate
to kids more, Man, we'd have a4 won-
derful time. Crack a few jokes, be
firm, yet make them feel at home
. . » L have a teacher like that. Fan-
tasticl"

Couuseling Problems

One of the most sharply criticized
aspects of the school by studenis
(and teachers as well) is the counsel-
ing of students, Hamilton young-
sters say the five counselors at the
school are insensitive to students,
fail to understand their problems
and are hard to reach (the vase load
ranges from 357 to 516 per counse-
lor),

"They give me a runaround every
time I go to check on matters which
concern me, 'We don't have time to
see anyone,' or ‘We can't help you!
are common answers to my ques
tions,” one student complains,

Despite the loss of some of ils
academic luster, Hamilton is stil]
prowd of the preparation it gives its
students for college—and probably
rightly so.

However, less than one-third of
the students think they are being
adequalely preparved for college,

“Iits not nearly as good as it uscd
to be. Anyone halficuy motivated
wants out and when the day cones {
will gladly walls oyt

A feacher

Six teachers are sitting in the
teachers' Jounge during sixth period
after their last classes, waiting for
the hell tn gn home,

They can't leuve school until 3
p.. even though their teaching day
has ended—a little piece of the pet-
tiness which makes some teachers
wonder if students have more {ree-
dom then they do.

The talk is about the possibilitics
of retiving early at the age of 55, and
how much longer cach must wait,

"Everybody is trying to figure out
how to retire eurly," said a young
teacher after the session. "Five
vears ago, they wouldn't have been
talking like that."

And so it's not only the students

who huve changed.

The faculty at Hamilton is heavily
white. Most are move than 40, and
neatly half have been teaching more
than 15 years—a veteran group with
fols of expericnce, most of it at Ha-
milton.

But morale is not good. Most
teachers themselves rate it fair 1o
poor.

Teachers' Complaints

A combination of things scems to
trouble them, ‘They believe the
school system wants to keep teach-
ers subservient and its hureaucracy
is jrrelevant actually a hindrance
to their doing a betler job.

Says one teucher: "We don't feel
we are part of the system. The board
hires outside experts lo develop ewr-
riculum guides which bear ne-rela-
tion to what teachers feel should be
taught.” -

A significant number of teachers
helieves the Jlamilton administra-
tion——while fair and generally sup-
portive—could profit by teachers'
contributions but begrudges them
an effective voice in school affairs.

"I'm tived of wy 'voice' being
heard but disregarded by adminis-
trative commitiees,” comments onc
teacher,

There also s resentment over
what teachers vonsider the low sta-
tus—retiected in prt by their level
of pay--that society attaches to edi-
vating children,

"If the puhlic were willing to

spend money on improvements for
such things as books and audiovi-
sual materials, we would not be a ba-
bysitting institution,” says onec.

Not every teacher shares in this
malaise, of course. Some ave gencral-
ly contented at Hamilton.

"Although students feel they need
more freedom," one teacher said, "l
feel that all is OK. This is a content,
happy, efficient, self-disciplined
sehool."

But most probably would side with
this teacher's assessment: °I don't
think Hamilton has an old fuculty,
hut it's a tived faculty——tirved of beal-
ing their heads against the wall so
many times. You just give up.”

Trew appear to have actually "giv-
en up” at Hamilton, But there is a
suspicion among teachers that their
unhappiness has had an effect on
what happens in classrooms.

Faculty Walkout

Unrest has been swelling among
school teachers for years, and at Ha-
milton it seems to have crystalized
after the strike of Los Angeles
teachers in 1970.

The 23-day walkout left Humil-
ton's faculty (most of them on
strike) deeply divided oyer whether
the action was too drastic. Tt also
left the strikers disillusioned after

the strike failed to win for teachers’

the voice in decision-making they
had sought.

“We were prepaved to come back
and help solve problems," another
teacher recalled. "We were very
idealistic, But we were put down.
People on The Hill (the school board
and administration) said, 'This is
our province—keep out.! They lost a
chance at tremendous creative pow-
er. Now we do our job, but the spark

+is gone."

‘There are students wha
something is missing.

Student body President Craig Ki-
lich, for example, says teachers are
reluctant to involve themselves in
student activities outside the class-
rootn, Says Erlich: "I have a feeling
it has something (o do with the
strike." .

In the classroom, exciting teachers
and unstinting cffort can still be

sense
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found. And there are teachers who
spend untold hours of their own
time counseling youngsters or help~
ing them with schoolwork, .

(One science: teacher  spent her
lunch  hours teaching a ‘failing
voungster basic math so he could
tackie electrons and their distribu-
tion, The boy's grades now are satis:
factory.) .

But students are heard {o com-
plain about the teachers who "are
just here to get puid" or "who don't
care—-They are bored and impatient.
and just want to get it over with and
then go home"

Says one veteran {cacher:

"It's never heen the saume since the
strike. We just do our work and get
the hetl out. 1 haven't given up on
the job and T'm not just going
through .the motions. But there is
Jess enthusiasm. 1t's nol the same
thrill.®

But there are other things that -
frustrate teachers—their students,
for example.

Racial Diflerences :

Black youngsters have been par-’
ticularly difficult {for more than a
few white teachers 1o deal with after
whole careers spent teaching white,
mostly Jewish students. ’ :

"Many of us find it hard to reach
black kids,* one of the white—and
most capable—teachers conceded,

The teachers tend to blame black
students for the need for security at
the school. And although a large
number of teachers have 'not trans-
ferred, a few have left because, as
one put it, "I went into this to teach,
not to be a policeman." .

Teachers also have distinetly
mixed feelings about the different
attitude of students in general tn-
ward school,

“This is a much better quality of
student in a lot of ways," one teach-
ors says.

But a majority tend to see it in
negative way. . They think student
interest and motivation have gone
down. And there is a strain of skep-
ticism among teachers thut says stu-
dent complaints. of boredom are sn
much rhetoric—that students are
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HAMILTON HIGH

Continued from Third Page
simply lazier and are

. doing less work.

Says ane teacher whose
course is among the most

- populat:

"The ' kids - still won't

" read the chapters, 1f I

mention an exam, they

. cram for it. I assign a nine-

page chapter to read, I tell
them:if you want' a mean-
fngful discussion, you
must vead it. Three or four
read it."

Some teachers declare

this rejuctance to study—

coupled “with: more poarly
gkilled . studenis: — has

forced thém to lower their’

grading standards. -
Finally, there is a wide-

spread ‘conviction that stu-

dents are not really inter-

ested in being-tatight any--

thing. -,

"I believe they (stu-

dents) expect to be enter-
tained,” one teacher says,
"to have it handed {o them
on a silver platler. They

- do nol appear Lo under-
-stand that school is a

working situation, and
sometimes work is repeti-
tious and even boring
when necessary."

Impact of TV

Says a counselor:
"Youngsters today have
literally grown up in front

- of a TV screen. They have

been able to change chan-

- nels at will. If they are
" hored hy something, click

goes the switch:"

A rationalization Per-
haps. ‘The fact is there
are teachers—particularly
older ones—who do lec-
ture -from the book much
of . the time. Furthermore.
it.is questionable whether
some are as really up on
their subject as the young-
sters think they are,

It is also a fact that there

are some teachers at Ha-
milton High who have lit-
tle trouble with "bored"
students but could in no
way pass as entertainers.
The existence of such
teachers strongly indi-
cates that the students are
not demanding miracles in
the classroom.

Perhaps the saddest part
of this tangled picture is
the emotiona) price some
teachers pay. Says one:
"I think that a large pro-
portion of us have given
up trying, and many feel
antagonistic — especially
where the  kids' apathy
and hostility are unbear-
ably frustrating. I used to
be much more caring to
kids than I am now. I'm
weary—and I want some
care {o come my way."

A kind of professional
renewal is badly needed
by some teachers. Bui—
and if there is failure it
lies here—no one is really
helping them hecome
more successful.

© "Pracking. We haven't
mentioned that word
‘track' for so long I'd al-
most forgotten it. We
don't say 'track.! We don't
say ‘ability group.! We say
‘correct placement.'"

— counselor

In some ways, Hamilion
High is three schools in
one.

The first is the school

that the high-achleving
youngster (mainly white)
knows, He tends to get the
best teacher and ' the mast
exciting classes (some of
them college-level), :

. The second is-the school |

that the average student
(black and white) knows.

"He, too, is probably plan-

ning on college, but he
gets a more spotty collec-
tion of classes, and while
he ig likely to encounter
some good teachers, he
will also draw some medi-
ocre ones,

The third Hamillon is
the one that low-achieving
youngsters (mainly black)
know. :Their’ Hamilton is
made- up of so-called basic
classes.. They tend to get
the less interesting and
less ' exciting teachers—
and,even when they draw

“a first-rale teacher, the

teacher's approach may
change noticeably,

How it happens is not at
all clear, But it is, in ef-
fect, tracking — students
programmed into different
tclasses according to abili-
y.

"Philosophically, 1 do
nol believe intracking"
principal  Josephine C.
Jimenez says. "Realistical-
ly, some things have to be
accomplished."

Students' Abilities
What she means is that
teachers find it very. diffi-
cult to get students to
learn when there is a wide
range of ability levels and
backgrounds in the same
classroom.
"It's not unusual to have
a kid who is the son of a
doctor and another who is
from a family of seven and
does not know who. his
father is in the same class,"
a teacher said, . }
"When you teach, their
backgrounds are miles

apart. It makes it really

tough to try to relate to all
of them and .make the
class a cohesive unit." -

The danger with track-

ing is that students usual-
ly get a different quality
of education and once in
the lower classes, those
students rarely seem to
get out and back into regu-
lar classes..

The. tracking at Hamil-
ton is far milder than that
found elsewhere, and the
school is trying to bridge
the gap by improving the
low achievers' perfor-
mance so they can; profit
from more advanced
classes,

One way is by upgrading
skills through a remedial
reading program, which

-has been set up for the

first time at Hamilton. But
the program can handle
only about 100 of the 600-
plus students who are
thought to need help.
Hamilton also has an
"opportunity room" and
"oontinmation  schonl" e

school,

featuring smaller . classes
and more individual atten-
tion—for students 1with
greater difficulties in
But these pro-
grams, too, have limited
capacities.

1t is clear that Hamilton
has many 'more young-
sters who need extra help
hut are not getting it. And

‘that is one of the tragedies

of the school, | . .

1t leaves teachers frus-
trated, )

"We have 11th and 12th
graders who can't rear
and write," says one. "But
at this level, I tell you I
don't know how to teach
young adulls to read and
write," . :

What it does 1o these
youngsters is.more regret-

table. Says one 11th grad-

er, explaining why she
gets bored in classes:

"Because I already don't
understand what the
teachers are talking about
but they let the people
that do understand ‘talk
and do what they want
and the teachers keep say-
ing (to me), 'If you talk
one more time I will send
you out."

Ironically, Hamillon ap-
parently has some proh-
lems at the other end of
the scale as well, There
are high-achieving young-
sters at the school who say
they are not being chal-
lenged., -

"1 entered Hamilton as
an cager student," says
one, "I've maintained a 3.5
grade point average by
doing -as little as possible
in most of my classes. Get-
ting As and Bs at Hamil-
ton has heen a joke {or me,
I'm leaving Hamilton this
June a bored and lazy stu-
ger'llt. That is all I've had to

e.

"Compared lo some
schools, we're in  good
shape. Compared to what
we have been or could be,
things are bad."

—JA teacher

Hamilton is not a dollar-
poor school as schools in
the Los Angeles district
go. Four years ago, it was
declared an inner-city
school, which brought ex-
tra funds.

“The teacher-pupil ratio
is down to about 1 to 25,
lower than in most other
city high schools, Not all
classes are small—this se-
mester, 74 contained 32 or
more students, But 46
classes had 15 students or
less. - :

Enrollment also is down
to -about 2,350 from its
peak of around 3,300 a de-

cade ‘ago, A5 a conse~-

quence, physical and
material conditions, while
not ideal by any means,
are comparatively good.
There ig one major ex-
ception. Budget cutbacks
in the school district over
the past few years have
caused the elimination of
many elective ‘courses,

which were the real bright’

spots In the curriculum,
"We've cut the heart out

of the program,".a teacher .

says. "Once we  had 30
elective courses in English

and now we're down to 10, -

"We have fostered un-
wittingly the attitude that
the fewer units you necd
for graduation the better;
the sooner you get out, the
better."

Fewer Classcs

Eighty per cent of Ha-
milton's students have
otily five classes a day
now, whereas virtually all
students had six classes a
few years ago.

But with the teaching
positions still available,
the schopl — particularly
the faculty itself—has suc-
ceeded in introducing new

courses such as anthropo-

logy, sociology, psycholo-
gy, ecology-biology and
American cultural minori-
ties. It ‘has added timely

“minicourses dealing with

the juvenile and the law,

“consumer protection, the

supernatural in literature,

contemporary music and .

cinema. -

The new classes are an
outgrowth of planning ses-
sions by teachers who
have heen granted time off
from their classroom
work. ;

The school alsn is taking
the first steps to improve
the counseling of students,
particularly in the 10th
grade, as part of a plan to
reorganize the administra-
tion, :

Teachers who tackle as-
signments to revamp
courses or help plan other
changes complain fre-
quently that they are not
given enough time to do
the job right.

There also is some cyni-
cism over how many. of
the changes are education-
al gloss.

A great deal of lip ser-
vice is paid to this con-
cepl," says one teacher.
"But, after the dust settles,
everything seems to be as
before—thnugh sometimes
under fresh nomencla-
ture."

Even so, the schonl de-
serves credit for trying to
vespond, however limiled
by school district restric-
tions, 10 some of the pres-

enrne i sarncae ara tnan it

Hamilton {s making an ef-
fort a lot of other high
schools may not make,

In the end, despite the
changes 1t has undergone,
Hamilton High remaing
heavily oriented toward
college-going. i :

Its college counseling Is
one- of 'the best things
about the school, and

- blacks seem to Have bene-

fited liberally. .

This year, the school hag
started an "carﬁy‘ identifi-
cation program," aimed
primarily at getting prom-
ising black studenits to
consider college and to
take the necessary classes
at Hamilton.

But college emphasis is
one of Hamilton's prob-
lems, too. .
"Everybody's going to go.
to the University of Cali-
fornia," said a counselor,
shaking his head.

The. school has modern,
well-equipped shops: but
parents—and = eounselors,
too—are accused of.steer-
ing youngsters away into
academic majors, -

"I've had cases where
kids who want to stay in
shop leave," says one shop
teacher. "When I ask them
why, they tell me, 'Mom
and Pop won't let me' or,
'My .counselor won't let
me.) They think I can do’
better than take a shop
class,” - .

That much about school
hasn't changed.

"(Next: The racial prob.
lems at Hamilion High.)
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