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By Sandra Clark

FEW CLEVELAND high school stu-
dents take advanced courses, a
CATALYST analysis of course-tak-
ings shows. And even those who

do take advanced courses post relatively
low scores on the ACT college entrance
exam, according to a study by the ACT. 

Maria Garcia, Tenisha G. Robin-
son, Tamielle L. Tomlinson
and Christopher L. Burris are
graduates of Cleveland Muni-

cipal Schools now attending college with
varying degrees of success. 

Their performance in college class-
rooms is, in part, a measure of the
amount of preparation they received
from their respective high schools.

To examine how well teachers,
counselors and curriculum equip kids
for success in college, CATALYST trailed
these students for five months at a com-
munity college, a private university and
a historically black college.         

Our examination of the district’s
efforts to provide college prepara-
tion for some of its 15,000 high school
students comes at a pivotal time. After
focusing intense efforts on improving
elementary schools for four years, this
spring CEO Barbara Byrd-Bennett
turned her attention to high schools by
appointing a team of administrators
to implement reforms. In addition, the
district is seeking a share of $25 mil-
lion in grants now available to Ohio’s
urban high schools through the Bill &
Melinda Gates and KnowledgeWorks
foundations to create small schools with-
in high schools with large enrollments. 

On the following pages, profiles of
the students show how much each
relied on their high schools to provide
critical direction, from choosing the
right prep courses, to taking entrance
exams, selecting the right college and
figuring out how to pay for it. Maria,
Tenisha and Tammy are first-genera-
tion college students who could not
look to parents or siblings to help
them navigate these uncharted waters.
Chris, the one exception, spent the last
two years of high school living with
college-educated relatives well-
equipped to guide his way. 

By Sandra Clark 
MARIA GARCIA arrives at Cuyahoga
Community College two hours early
for her 3 p.m. anatomy and physiology
final at the end of spring semester. 

She settles into a row of chairs in a
hallway. As more students join her,
chatting, Maria keeps reading from lec-
ture notes, worksheets and diagrams.
She flips through them over and over.  

A quick glance at the clock over-
head says its 2:47 p.m. Maria nods her
head pessimistically and sighs, "No."
She does not feel confident. She had a
chance to drop the class weeks ago, but
decided to tough it out. So she contin-
ues mumbling and memorizing. 

Another look, 2:58. Time to go.
“I wanna get this over with,” she whis-

Poorly
prepared
student
struggles to
become a
nurse

Students who take
advanced courses
score low on
college exam

CATALYST CLEVELAND  August/September 20024

The students’ individual experi-
ences illustrate the findings of a CATA-
LYST survey of Ohio college students.
Among other things, it found that
Cleveland students get less informa-
tion about college from their high
schools than low-income students in
other urban districts.  About 650  stu-
dents from the four universities
Cleveland students attend most often
responded to the survey. About 23 per-
cent of students surveyed identified
themselves as disadvantaged, meaning
they are low-income, minority students
whose parents did not have bachelor’s
degrees.Nearly 15 percent of overall stu-
dents surveyed said they were gradu-
ates of Cleveland Municipal Schools;
nearly all of those identified themselves
as disadvantaged. Of those respon-
dents, nearly 15 percent said they were
graduates of Cleveland Municipal
Schools. (Read the survey analysis at
www.catalyst-cleveland.org.)

In the area of academic prepara-
tion, Maria and Tammy demonstrate
the findings of a CATALYST analysis
of courses taken by students in
Cleveland high schools. It shows that
local kids often do not take the class-
es necessary to succeed in college.
These findings support a recent
report by the Ohio Board of Regents,
which concluded that up to 70 per-
cent of Cleveland students require
remedial classes when they get to
college, and that 57 percent of all
Ohio students need remedial courses. 

Each of the four students profiled
here face a number of obstacles, both
personal and academic, on their way
from Cleveland high schools to Ohio’s
colleges and universities.  Taken togeth-
er, their efforts illustrate that resilience
is one essential key to college success
for Cleveland students. 

Sandra Clark  

Did Cleveland high
schools ready these
kids for college?



Students tackle mountains of text,
which is not spiced with suspense or
romance. Within that text, they
encounter words like tuberosity, the
place where muscle attaches to bone.
Students must know the word’s precise
meaning, spelling and usage. 

“It is so essential to have a good
background, otherwise you’re building
on sand and everything collapses,”
Wheeler says.

Maria knows her academic back-
ground is shallow. Still, she believes
she can make it to and through the
Breen School. It has two attributes that
make Maria desperate to enroll there:
Breen focuses strictly on nursing and
it is located near her family, which suf-
fered a terrible blow six years ago.

“I don’t want to be too far away from
my brother,” says Maria of 18-year-old
Nelson. 

So she does not give up. If all goes
according to her plan, she will apply to

pers to herself then heads for her final.
Anatomy, physiology, chemistry and

everything science has not come easily
to Maria. That hurts the 21-year-old
Tri-C junior. The first-generation col-
lege student is studying to become a
pediatric nurse. The problem is, after
her family moved to Cleveland from
New York City, she graduated John
Marshall High School with only one
science class under her belt.

The deficit has made passing col-
lege-level sciences a big hurdle. Maria
took chemistry three times before
finally passing it with a “C.” 

The failures took her out of position
for a full scholarship to Ursuline College’s
Breen School of Nursing in Pepper
Pike where she is bent on attending. 

Maria was earning a 3.9 GPA until
she ran into science and other academ-
ic trouble last year. The Introduction
to Chemistry class knocked her cumu-
lative average down to a 2.5, ruining
her eligibility for Ursuline’s better
scholarships, which require 3.3 to 3.7
cumulative averages, an Ursuline
admissions counselor says. 

Mary Jane Wheeler, assistant biology
professor at Tri-C, has seen the rigors of
college science mow down many stu-
dents. She has been teaching at Tri-C for
30 years. Wheeler blames high schools
for not requiring students to read non-
fiction, broaden their vocabularies and
master spelling and grammar. 

Those skills are important because,
at its core, undergraduate science
mostly is reading comprehension on
the highest order, Wheeler says.

Between 1997 and 2001, only 43 of
1,172 students took classes labeled
honors, which include physics, calcu-
lus and advanced English, the CATA-
LYST analysis found. Viewed another
way, of the 39,786 course takings by
those students, only 176 were honors.  

The number of students in the
analysis was based on available data.
About 2,090 students graduated from
Cleveland schools in June 2001.
Generally, about 600 students go on to
four-year colleges each year. 

Those students who chose to plod
through derivatives in calculus did not
do much better on the crucial college
entrance exam than those who stayed
with lower-level courses, according to
the ACT’s 2001 High School Profile

Report. The average ACT score for
Clevelanders who took a battery of
math courses culminating in calculus
was 18; the average score for those who
took less math is 15.6. 

Other Ohio students who took the
same math series with calculus scored
an average of 24.7; nationally, such
students scored an average of 24.2. The
highest ACT score is 36.

Cleveland students who took on
other advanced subjects did not fare
much better. (See chart page 7.) 

“One wonders what the hell is going
on in that class where they did calcu-
lus,” says Joshua G. Bagaka’s, an assistant
professor of education research at
Cleveland State University, who ana-
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Top: Maria Garcia takes her
anatomy and physiology
final at Cuyahoga
Community College.

Middle: Maria translates
English to Spanish for
children at the West Side
Community House where 
she works.
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Continued on page 6



says Maria took home economics
which included a childcare class
instead of more science courses.

Veronica Foster was counselor
assigned to Homeroom 901. Maria was
one of about 400 students Foster coun-
seled that year. The American
Counseling Association, which repre-
sents school conselors, recommends a
student-counselor ratio of 250-to-one.
Cleveland’s ratio is closer to Marshall’s
400-to-one. Foster does not remember
Maria, but says all students are advised
about the courses universities require
students to take while in high school. 

“If she was at John Marshall any
length of time, she would have heard
us say what graduation and college
requirements are,” Foster insists. “We
told them three units of science. I
know we go over that material every
year with students.” 

Maria counters that she told coun-
selors she wanted to be a nurse.
However, she says, it may have been
during senior year when she made up
her mind.  Additionally, Maria did not
see taking a childcare course as a mis-
take because she wants to be a pedi-
atric nurse. Since no one in her family
attended college, Maria relied primari-
ly on school for direction.

“If she told me that [she wanted to
be a nurse], I certainly would have told
her she needed chemistry,” Foster says. 

Foster’s best guess is that Maria did
what many students do: Opt out of the
more difficult science and math classes
to ensure higher grade point averages.

Ursuline in time to enter in the fall of
2003.  

In the meantime, she has to take
college entrance exams, scoring about
a 1,050 on the Scholastic Aptitude Test
or a 23 on the ACT to qualify for full
scholarships. She also plans to get six
science courses under her belt before
transferring. There will be first aid, as
well as more biology to take before
advancing to Ursuline. It is cheaper to
wrestle with those courses at Tri-C than
to try, fail and try again at Ursiline. 

“It’s $493 a credit hour,” Maria
recites. “That’s a lot of money.”

Preparation at John
Marshall 

Maria links her academic setbacks
to the lack of college preparation she
received at John Marshall, where she
graduated in 1999. 

She transferred from New York’s
Morris High School to John Marshall
in 1996 in time to start 10th grade. 

John Marshall has changed a bit
since then. It still is Cleveland’s largest
high school, enrolling 2,115 students. 

Academically, however, John Marshall,
like other Cleveland high schools, need-
ed work. When Maria attended, the dis-
trict only required one year of science
for high school graduation, says school
counselor Harriet Richardson. Maria had
already fulfilled that requirement by tak-
ing biology at Morris High in New York. 

After checking records, Richardson,
who neither remembered Maria nor
recalled talking to her about college,

Parents often overrule counselors,
allowing their children to take less
challenging classes, Foster says. 

“You talk, and you talk and you talk,
and students ask ‘Do I need it for grad-
uation? It will drag down my GPA.’
After a while you just say, OK.”

Had the district required Maria to
take three years of science, as experts
prescribe, her college experience
might be unfolding differently.

Science is only one of Maria’s academ-
ic shortcomings. Poor spelling and gram-
mar skills also pose huge hindrances. 

“It’s still a little difficult for me to
understand English and write a paper
because I have all that Spanish in me,”
she explains.

Maria, who is a Puerto Rican born
in New York, grew up speaking mostly
Spanish at home but learned English
there as well. She slips in and out of
Spanish at her job as a counselor in the
childcare center in the West Side
Community House on Bridge Avenue.
When she reproaches herself for doing
something silly, the words come out,
“Que boba!” or “How stupid!” 

Her writing is nearly as troublesome
as her abilities with science. “Maria had
a terrible time with spelling,” says Tri-
C’s Mary Jane Wheeler, who taught
Maria’s anatomy and physiology class
this spring. “I don’t know how she ever
graduated from high school.”  
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lyzed the course data for CATALYST.
“People have to think about the

courses they are taking,” says Bagaka’s,
who was once a high school math
teacher in his native Kenya. “But they
also have to think about what is going
on in those classes. It’s depressing.” 

The problem is twofold, Cleveland
school officials say: (1) Cleveland
schools offer too many courses, and (2)
the content even in high-level courses
is not up to snuff.

The district must pare down the
number of classes, standardize content
and encourage more students to take
the tougher courses, says Wayne W.
Marok, a member of a team appointed
by schools chief Barbara Byrd-Bennett
in April to reform the district’s 17 high

schools. Marok also is an assistant
principal at James Ford Rhodes High
School, considered one of the city’s
leading high schools. 

Broad curriculum costly 
to students

The district’s new high-school
reform team, headed by Rhodes
Principal Kathleen Freilino, plans to
change high schools and curriculum
beginning this fall. 

“The purpose of reform is to make
high school more rigorous so students
will have the choice of going to college,
work or both,” says Myrna Elliott-Lewis,
the district’s chief academic officer. 

For example, students graduating
in 2003 will be required to take a third

A CATALYST analysis of more than 39,786 course takings by
1,172 9th- though 12th-graders between 1997 and 2001 showed:

• Only 176 of the 39,786 course takings were titled honors.
Those courses were taken by 43 students in the sample group.

• About 30 percent of  students earned credit in 0 to 2 math
classes by 12th grade.

• About 70 percent of students earned credit in 0 to 2 science
classes by 12th grade.

• About 96 percent of students earned credit in 0 to 2 foreign
language classes by 12th grade.

• The bulk of courses taken were below students’ grade level,
although that has improved since 1999.

Source of data: Cleveland
Municipal School District
Analysis: Joshua G. Bagaka’s,
associate professor of educational
research at Cleveland State
University.



That may explain why days after the
anatomy final, she avoided going to the
teacher’s office to check her score.
Instead, she waited for her semester
grades to come in the mail.

She failed the class. 
“Well, I’m afraid Maria consistently

got the lowest grade in the class,” her
teacher, Wheeler says. She received a
41 percent in lectures and 46 percent
in laboratory work during the course.

“You have to achieve 60 percent in
lecture and lab in order to pass the
class,” Wheeler explains. “And that’s
passing it with a ‘D.’”

Despite knowing there was a possi-
bility she would fail anatomy, which
would increase the distance between
herself and Ursuline by lowering her
GPA, Maria decided not to drop the
course.

Instead the first-generation college
student used the strategy she created
to make it through this tough new
world: Take the course, learn as much
as possible. Then, if necessary, take it
again.

“When I take it over it will be review
to me.”

Maria learned she is
not at all squeamish.

“When it comes
time to open
someone up, I’m

going to be really happy. …A lot of peo-
ple dissect frogs and pigs in high
school. I’m sorry I missed that.”  

Maria knows she will meet students
at Ursuline with firmer academic
grounding who have dissected pigs.
Still, she is steadfast in her desire to
graduate Ursuline. The need to please
her mother fuels her quest.

Maria sees graduating Ursuline as a
tribute to her mom, Migdalia Feliciano,
who died of liver complications on Nov.
5, 1996. She was 50 years old. 

“My mother never got out of high
school,” Maria says. Her father did not
graduate high school, either. “My goal
was to be the first one to graduate from
high school and college in my family.
That’s what really keeps me going.”

The final grade
Maria does not wallow in self-pity over

her mother’s death. It is as if she declines
to acknowledge anything negative. 

Maria says she took four years of
English earning one “B” and three
“Cs.” She took no courses for bilingual
students.

Despite the gaps in Maria’s academ-
ic foundation, she stays afloat at Tri-C,
earning a  2.7 cumulative GPA and 2.3
for the spring semester. She attributes
her grades to personal tenacity and a
college survival class Tri-C offers
incoming freshman. The class has
study skills on its roster.  Students are
instructed to study in a quiet place,
such as the library, rewrite notes taken
in class immediately and copy impor-
tant facts from textbooks.

“I should have had it in high school,”
she laments. “It would have helped me
a lot, actually. I think I wouldn’t be
having so much trouble getting these
classes together now.”

Such difficulties are not shaking
Maria’s wide-eyed excitement about a
career in medicine. In Tri-C classes, she
has seen a human lung and watched a
cat being dissected. Professors also
have shown Maria and her classmates a
trachea, a human windpipe. From that,
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year of science instead of two years.
The third year of science brings the
district’s curriculum in line with the
state’s new graduation requirements.

Also beginning this school year, stu-
dents will need a grade-point average
of 2.0. There currently is no GPA
requirement for graduation. The GPA
requirement will increase each semes-
ter until it reaches a 2.5 in 2004. 

The reform team also plans to whit-
tle the number of high school course
offerings to 300 from more than 1,000.

In some cases, course titles are so
vague, it is hard to tell what the course
covers or its level of difficulty. There’s
consumer math, business math, gener-
al math, life-skills math, integrated
math and algebra I. The math course

taken most frequently by seniors was
integrated math II, the CATALYST
analysis shows. 

Math courses will drop to 8 from 16,
says Marok. 

Most of the lowest-level courses
such as consumer- or life-skills math
will disappear from the curriculum,
Elliott-Lewis says. Low-performing
students who might have been
assigned to them should get tutoring
and other interventions until they can
do higher-level work, she says. 

A few less demanding courses such
as pre-integrated math will remain but
can be taken only as electives, says
Elliott-Lewis.

“In two or three years, we should

Average ACT Scores 
(cumulative scores)

See ADVANCED COURSES page 15

Critical writing matters, a CATALYST survey of students at
four Ohio universities shows:
• Students who said their schools strongly emphasized it report 

a 3.1 GPA.
• Students who said their  schools did not report a much lower 

GPA of 2.4.

Study skills make a difference, the CATALYST survey shows:
• Students who said their high schools taught study techniques report a 

3.0 GPA or a "B."
• Students who said their schools did not report a 2.8 GPA or a "C."

The trend holds true for graduates of Cleveland schools: 
• Students who said their high schools emphasized study skills report a 

2.8 GPA.
• Students who said their schools did not report a 2.5 GPA.  



AAS A HIGH SCHOOL student, Tenisha
G. Robinson watched her mother steer
the family through the crisis of drug
abuse and other trying situations. She
vowed to graduate and go on to college
to make her mother proud.  

The two shared a close relationship.
But there was little Willie Robinson
could do to help her daughter fulfill
her dream of going to college. A
healthcare worker, Willie Robinson did
not attend college. That left Tenisha
with only her teachers and guidance
counselor to rely on for help. 

They delivered. 
At Martin Luther King High School,

doting counselor Daisy Perkins and
English teacher Phyllis M. Thomas loaded
Tenisha with information on where to
go to college and how to pay for it.

“I was filling out two scholarship
[applications] a week for two or three
months,” Tenisha recalls. “I’m happy
she made me do it, though.”

During senior year, Tenisha saw
Perkins everyday, getting about a half
hour of her undivided attention.

In June 2000 when Tenisha gradu-
ated with a 3.8 grade point average,
ranking second in her class, she had a
full scholarship — $23,630 a year — to
Capital University, a small private col-
lege in Columbus.  In the fall, she will
begin her junior year as a political sci-
ence major with a minor in account-
ing. She plans to be an attorney.  

Tenisha is aware that some high
school students in Cleveland schools
do not receive the kind of attention she
did. For instance, her roommate, Tamielle
L. Tomlinson, attended John Hay High
School where she said she received lit-
tle help from guidance counselors. ( See
story page 10.) Tenisha attributes her
own experience to the size of her high
school. MLK has 270 students, (40
were in Tenisha’s senior class), and is
Cleveland’s smallest high school. 

Thomas says she and Perkins
“shower” MLK students with informa-
tion and assistance. Along with
Jennifer McQuate of the Cleveland

Scholarship Program, Perkins and
Thomas helped get $1.8 million in
scholarships for students who graduat-
ed in June of this year. 

MLK’s English Department chair-
woman, Thomas considers it her job to
push students to apply for scholar-
ships, prepare for the job market and
improve academically, even gifted stu-
dents such as Tenisha. 

“She didn’t work nearly to her
potential and still got As,” Thomas
says.  “I pushed her hard from grade 9
to grade 12.”

Tenisha admits: “In high school, I
never studied. I never had to.”

She passed four of five sections of
the Ohio Ninth Grade Proficiency Test
in 8th grade. She passed the fourth, cit-
izenship, in 9th. “And I was half a point
away in citizenship,” Tenisha boasts.

Now that Tenisha is in college,
Thomas’ insistence that she work
harder has taken hold. Tenisha has
become a more dedicated student, who
is as meticulous with her work as she is
with grooming her burgundy-colored
braids and French-manicured toes.
Not one page of her thick, loose-leaf
binder is out of place. Topics are sepa-
rated by colored tabs. Notes are organ-
ized by date. “When I take notes, I try
to write in complete sentences so I

understand them later,” Tenisha says.
She says she does whatever is nec-

essary to do well at Capital, a small
campus of 1,880 undergraduates,
where professors usually know stu-
dents by name. Tenisha’s efforts are
apparent in Managerial Accounting,
her most demanding class, thus far. 

“Sometimes I study with a group,”
Tenisha says, adding that accounting is
so complex she and fellow students
always study in groups.             

Tenisha's classmate Carl F. Fanning,
a junior at Capital who graduated
Cleveland’s John Marshall High School
in 1999, has observed her work ethic:
“For one of her classes, accounting —
it was a very difficult class — she had a
midterm coming up that she didn’t
understand. She took it on herself to
read, read and re-read until she figured
out what was going on. Most people,
myself included, would have read it
once or twice. She kept going. That
impressed me.”

Communications Professor Stephen
C. Koch recognizes Tenisha as a seri-
ous student who sits in front in his
class, takes notes and asks questions,
unlike many students. 

“Tenisha is making sure she’s get-
ting her money’s worth,” Koch says.  

Despite the hard work, Tenisha’s
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Doting teacher and counselor 
guide student to college
By Sandra Clark 

" I  WAS  F I LL ING  OUT  TWO
SCHOLARSHIP  [APPL ICAT IONS]  

A  WEEK  FOR  TWO OR  
THREE  MONTHS .  I ’M  HAPPY  SHE

MADE ME  DO I T,  THOUGH.”
Tenisha G. Robinson,

Cleveland graduate now attending Capital University



pick up her daughter for summer
break, the two giggled and sang Al
Green songs out of tune. 

“She's a wonderful person,”
Robinson says of her daughter.

Robinson, 53, has given Tenisha
moral support and spending money,
but she could not assist in choosing a
school or pursuing financial aid.

“I mostly went along with what she
wanted to do,” says Robinson.

GPA, 2.6, has come down since high
school. Still, she wants to make the
dean's list. 

Although she is dismayed to have a
‘C’ average, Tenisha says, “I earned it. If
you were to ask me, I could tell you
what’s going on.” 

Handling adversity is old hat for
Tenisha as it is for many first-generation
college students. During high school, a
family member with a drug problem

was in and out of jail. Tenisha’s mother,
Willie Robinson, had to take in another
family member, adding a fifth person to
the family’s two-bedroom apartment. 

During the crisis, Robinson contin-
ued to hold down her job and did her
best to maintain order at home; and
Tenisha worked hard to keep her grades
up. “Although it was a hardship, it
motivated me,” she recalls. “I said ‘I’m
not going to disappoint my mother.’” 

In the two years that Tenisha has
attended Capital, her mother has driv-
en the 197 miles from Cleveland to
visit as often as she could.

When Robinson drove to Capital to

Taking advanced mathematics in high school greatly increases a first-genera-
tion college student’s chances of getting a college degree, according to

Clifford Adelman, senior research analyst at the U.S. Department of Education.
Finishing any math course beyond algebra II-trigonometry or pre-calculus, for

example, more than doubles the odds that a student who enters college will
earn a bachelor's degree, Adelman says, based on his research. 

Advanced math supplies "a certain kind of reasoning and momentum in a
world that's gone quantitative," Adelman explains.

His 1999 report, Answers in the Tool Box, suggests that higher-level math
along with an equally rigorous course load is a better predictor of college suc-
cess than such items as grade point average, ACT scores and class rank. 

"Kids with ACT scores of 18 go to college," he says. "Kids with ACT scores of
13 go to college. ... The vast majority of colleges in this country, 85 percent, are
not selective. You got a high school diploma, a college prep curriculum, you took
the test, basically, you're in," Adelman asserts. "The point I'm working on is what
makes the difference toward completion." 

By Sandra Clark 

MATH KEY TO COLLEGE SUCCESS

Top: Two first-generation college
students from Cleveland schools
became roommates and learned their
high school experiences were very
different. Tenisha, left, received
support from teachers and counselors
while Tammy, right, had to find her
own way to college.

Bottom: Tenisha and classmate, Carl F.
Fanning, congratulate each other after
their well-received speech.
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Cleveland students, like other disadvantaged, first-generation college students surveyed, are
less likely to abuse drugs and alcohol, stay out late or feel lonely in college than their more
middle class peers, the CATALYST survey shows.

Abuse drugs/alcohol Stay out late Feel lonely

Cleveland 14% 41% 41%

Not Cleveland 29% 72% 60%

Disadvantaged 14% Difference between two groups 59%

Not disadvantaged 45% too small to count 73%



TTHE SCHOOL DISTRICT’S machin-
ery for preparing students for college
did not work properly for Tamielle L.
Tomlinson. 

Yet, she managed to thrive. In June,
she completed her sophomore year at
Capital University, where she is an
early childhood education major with a
3.2 grade point average.

Always a stellar student, Tammy has
had a tough time throughout her years
in Cleveland Municipal Schools. Her
family moved so frequently that Tammy
attended five elementary schools and
two middle schools. They moved twice
while Tammy was in high school. 

Tammy was a middle school honor
student, but her school scotched an
opportunity for her to attend a presti-
gious, private high school that would
have prepared her well for college.
Upon hastily enrolling in John Hay
High School, Tammy was given reme-
dial classes, wast-
i n g  a b o u t  t w o
years that could
have been spent on
more  r igorous
c o u r s e s .  H i g h
school counselors
did not help her
choose a college or
assemble a finan-

cial aid package. Her mother, Debra
Johnson, a nursing assistant, did not
attend college and could offer little
assistance. 

Despite it all, Tammy, who turns 20
in September, was a high-performing
student when she graduated John Hay
in June 2000. With a 3.67 grade point
average, Tammy graduated in the top
fifth of her class.

Getting ahead in high school,
accepted to Capital and about $25,000
in scholarships and grants was a chal-
lenge that Tammy pretty much faced
on her own.

Like 78 percent of Cleveland
Municipal School students, Tammy
was disadvantaged. Most of these stu-
dents are first-generation college stu-
dents who must rely heavily on their
schools to provide information on
preparing for college, a CATALYST sur-
vey shows.

College preparation should begin in
middle school, says Paulette A. Busher,
head guidance counselor at John Hay.
Still, Busher says, “You’d be surprised
at how many kids come in not knowing
there is such a thing as an SAT or an ACT.”

John Hay’s college counseling pro-
cedures should begin in 9th grade
when kids are informed of necessary
course work, testing, grades and finan-
cial aid, Busher says. Practice SATs are
given to honors sophomores and all
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Middle: To Tammy Tomlinson, Allen
Iverson’s never-give-up style of
playing basketball symbolizes
resilience, a hallmark of her life. 

Bottom: Tammy enjoys early childhood
education classes, where she is
researching whether or not children
display their preferred learning styles
in pre-school.

John Hay graduate finds
her own way to college 
By Sandra Clark 

The CATALYST survey of students at four Ohio universities shows that
for information about college:
• 56 percent of middle class students rely on parents 
• 27 percent of Cleveland graduates rely on parents 

The survey also shows Cleveland graduates receive less information
about college from their high schools than disadvantaged students in
other districts:
• 44 percent of Cleveland students rely on schools
• 53 percent of disadvantaged students elsewhere rely on schools
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juniors in attendance on the day they
are given. For seniors, the process
deepens with workshops on tran-
scripts, selecting colleges and applying
for financial aid. Guest speakers are
brought in. Advisors from the
Cleveland Scholarship Program, Inc.,
an outside organization that helps
high school students throughout the
region apply for college and scholar-
ships, counsel students individually. 

The process did not work properly
for Tammy. Even her CSP advisor let
her down. 

She had been an honor student at
Harry E. Davis Middle School, where
she was one of three students to pass
all five parts of the Ohio Ninth Grade
Proficiency Test in 8th grade. She had
been tapped by the A Better Chance
program, which places disadvantaged
students in private schools, to apply to
schools in Pennsylvania. Davis school
officials did not submit paper work on
time and Tammy ended up hastily
enrolling in John Hay, she says.
Officials at Harry E. Davis Middle
School could not be reached for com-
ment this summer. 

Program records indicate that a
deadline was missed and Tammy lost
an opportunity to apply to a school on
scholarships worth between $15,000
and $22,000 annually.   

When Tammy arrived at John Hay,
she was surprised to be given a battery
of what she calls “low-level classes”
that included pre-integrated math,
which summarizes general math.
Tammy was hardly challenged by it.
She recalls the class included “stuff
you should have been doing in 8th
grade” such as multiplying and divid-
ing decimals. 

“I thought I was in a retarded class,”
Tammy says, with a surprising amount
of calm. “I don’t think they ever
checked to see what level I was on.”

She never asked for a different
schedule and simply accepted the
school’s decision to place her there.
She says she just did her work and, by
10th grade, placed out of the remedial
classes. That year, her English teacher
Elaine Mason noticed that Tammy was
miles ahead of her classmates and rec-
ommended she be assigned to more
rigorous courses.

“Ray Charles could have seen this in
her,” Mason enthused.

She suggests Tammy was over-
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looked because of low expectations, no
parent advocate, no pre-testing of
incoming freshmen and counselors
who are too overwhelmed managing
records to see students individually. 

“It’s a crime,” Mason states. “She
sat through all those baby classes. She
wound up basically helping everybody
else. She wound up basically teaching
the class.” 

By 11th grade, Tammy was taking
honors English at John Hay, and, even-
tually, took two college-level classes at
Kenyon College in Gambier, Ohio, via
the School to College Articulation
Program. Yet, she remains disappoint-
ed that so much time had been lost
that she was taking chemistry and
trigonometry her senior year while
other honor students were taking
physics and calculus.

Mason agrees saying that more
challenging courses could have
changed Tammy’s self-confidence as
well as her future.

“Tammy could have been a rocket sci-
entist,” Mason asserts. “I’m not sure she
knew about all the other possibilities.”

Tammy is a shy student, which may
have been why she “slipped through the
cracks” at John Hay. Busher says she
does not remember Tammy. But she
says it is not uncommon for students’
scheduling problems to go undetected
if the student does not complain.  

Quiet kids may escape counselors’
attention because their time is con-
sumed managing records of students
who fail or transfer to and from the
school, Busher says. Tammy’s graduat-
ing class contained about 130 students,
down from 150 who started senior year
in the fall and 900 who started as fresh-
men four years earlier.    

That is when CSP advisors normal-
ly step in. They dispense information
because counselors often are so over-
whelmed. 

However, conversations with CSP’s
Rebecca Wong left Tammy disappoint-
ed. Wong advised Tammy to wait for
ACT scores to be released before apply-
ing to college and plan on attending a
state university in the meantime,
Tammy says.

“Ms. Wong assumed I wouldn’t do
well,” she adds. Tammy earned a 25 out
of 36 on her ACT. The score is within
the range sought by selective universi-
ties, but Tammy says she did not know
it was a good score.

Wong no longer is a CSP advisor
and could not be reached for comment.
Maria I. Boss, CSP’s executive director,
says its advisors should not discourage
students from attending the school of
their choice. However, the program
does want students to attend college
and find jobs in Ohio in an effort to
support the state’s economy.

“We see two or three thousand peo-
ple in a year,” Boss says. “This is the
first time I’ve heard of an advisor dis-
couraging a student. I’m not denying it
happened. Maybe it was a misunder-
standing.”

Misunderstandings add 
to burdens Tammy
overcomes alone 

Tammy’s unassertiveness may have
left her vulnerable to misunderstand-
ings that followed her from middle to
high school.

Apparently, her way of dealing with
problems is not to attack them head
on. She simply tries to keep scoring
despite adversities. 

And she wears a perpetual smile,
says fellow Capital student, Carl F.
Fanning, who also knows Tammy’s
roommate, Tenisha Robinson. 

“Tammy is joyful,” according to
Carl. “She doesn’t let things bother
her. She rolls with the punches and is
always smiling.”

Tammy did not ask her family to
intervene when she was toughing it
out at John Hay. 

“My mother didn’t go to college,”
Tammy says. “She really had no idea
what to do or where to go... 

“I don't fault her,” Tammy says.
“She really didn’t know what was going
on and I rarely talk about school to
her.”

Instead, Tammy relies on her aunt
and uncle, Wayne and Barbara Owens
of Cleveland Heights, for support. The
Owenses are both teachers.

“They think education is something
you have to get,” Tammy says.

They provided stability because her
family moved so often. 

She visited the Owenses regularly
during high school. “I would go over
on weekends. They live down the street
from the library so I started staying
during the week sometimes.” 

Eventually, she stayed. 



T my life,” Chris laments, the grin fading. 
She did not spare the rod, he says. 
She would cut a switch — a thin

tree branch stripped of leaves — to
swat Chris and his foster brothers for
misbehaving. “’Y’all cut out that fool-
ishness,’” Chris remembers her yelling. 

Because of such discipline, Chris
has become a courteous young man
who refers to people as “Miss,” “Mister,”
“M’am” and “Sir.” He is still amazed at
the things city kids get away with. 

Earline Burris also cultivated Chris’
singing voice, making sure he attended
rehearsal and sang on the choirs at the
Lighthouse Pentecostal Church. It was
there that he learned the power of song
and began to think about a career in
music. Maybe. 

That glimmer of hope turned to
pessimism when Earline Burris died
the day after Christmas in 1997. 

“I woke up and went to the bath-
room,” Chris remembers. “The tele-
phone rang. She had a pacemaker and
the hospital would call to check on
her. That day, the telephone rang, she
didn’t answer it, so I went to wake her
up. She wouldn’t wake up. It’s like, I
jumped out of my body looking at her.
It was strange. I still cry to this day
about it.”

Chris says her de0ath led him away

from school. 
“When she died it was like I didn’t

care no more,” he says. 
He fell to the care of Burris’ adult

daughter, Sheila Burris.
The two did not get along. She told

him he had to leave when he turned 18.
Chris, 15 at the time, took her seriously. 

He had seen kids come and go
throughout his years in foster care.
Even in the Burris home, kids would
be gotten “rid of.” All the instability of
his early years came rushing back.

About three years later, Michael
James received a long distance tele-
phone call at his Cleveland home from
an 18-year-old boy he barely knew. It
was Chris, the lost son of his niece
Pamela James, asking if he could come
to live with him.

James, and his wife, Donna, had
met the boy only twice: Once when
they became Chris’ Godparents during
a church ceremony when he was 2.
And once during a trip sponsored by
Chris’ father, Ronald Sharpe, three
years prior. Even though the family
barely knew the boy, they held a family
meeting to consider his request. 

There were concerns. 
“What kind of habits did he have?”

James recalls family members’ ques-
tions. “Does he steal? Lie? Will he

THE LIFE Christopher L. Burris led
for most of his young life pointed any-
where but college. He cycled through
several foster homes before finally
being adopted. Then, his adopted
mother died.  

At age 18, Burris was again looking
for a family. The one he found, made
up of four Cleveland teachers, changed
the course of his life dramatically.  

“I wasn’t going to go to college,”
says Chris.  “If it weren’t for them giv-
ing me that extra push, I don’t think
I’d be there.”

This fall, at 20, Burris will begin his
sophomore year at Central State
University in Xenia, Ohio, were he is a
music major.  

Chris’ life is something of a Fresh
Prince of Bel Air story: Much like the
hit sitcom of the 1990s, Uncle Mike
took a fatherless, teenaged nephew
into his posh Cleveland home, guiding
the boy toward higher education. 

The details of Chris’ life lend them-
selves more to drama, however, than
comedy.  

Chris was born in Cleveland in 1982
to Pamela James, 24. Unmarried and
unemployed, she was not prepared to
care for a child.

She took him to Louisiana where
she had family, but left him with rela-
tives when she was unable to manage.
“My mother was going through hard
times. She couldn’t take care of me.”

Chris wound up in one foster home
after another. Finally, one foster moth-
er, Earline Burris of Franklinton, LA.,
who took the boy in when he was six
years old, adopted him at age 11. 

Earline Burris was short and stout,
the kind of women you think of when you
think, “Grandma,” Chris says, grinning.

The widow and retired hospital
cook lavished Chris with kindness and
hearty meals. Cakes, pies, greens, red
beans and rice. And this being
Louisiana, gumbo. 

“I’ll never taste that food again in
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Family of Cleveland teachers 
sends foster child to college
By Sandra Clark 

“ I ’M DOING BETTER  IN  COLLEGE  
THAN I  D ID  IN  H IGH  SCHOOL .  

I F  I T  WEREN’T  FOR  THEM 
GIV ING ME  THAT  EXTRA PUSH ,  
I  DON’T  TH INK  I ’D  BE  HERE .”

Christopher L. Burris, 

Cleveland graduate now attending Central State University



come into this household and put peo-
ple against each other.”

On the other hand, James’ daugh-
ters reminded their dad that he had
never had a boy around the house.
“You put out the trash, do the lawn and
the painting. When we hear a sound at
night you get up to check it out... That
was the selling point.” 

The family voted unanimously to
take Chris into their home on E. 73rd
Street in a renovated section of Hough,
once destroyed by race riots.

The Jameses enrolled Chris in
Martin Luther High School, where he
entered as a junior. “He impressed us as
a good guy,” James says. “He was hard-
working but lacking in academic skills.”

During the second marking period,
Chris and his new family encountered
their first challenge. Chris brought
home a report card containing two Ds
and four Fs. 

Says James, Chris did not know
poor grades were unacceptable in his
newfound family of educators. James
teaches math at Cuyahoga Community
College. His wife teaches 3rd grade at
John W. Raper Elementary School;
daughter Dawn, 29, teaches 5th grade
at Anton Grdina Elementary School;
Donya, 24, substitute teaches while she
works on a doctorate at Case Western
Reserve University; Dachan, 21, is a sen-
ior in pre-law at Grambling University;
and Donea, 18, plans to study architec-
ture Kent State University. 

“We didn’t scold the boy,” James
says. “We said, ‘In this household we
don’t go for Ds and Fs.’ In the third
marking period, the grades got better.”

It did not happen by magic. It was
work. 

According to James, Chris’ geometry
teacher called to say the boy was headed
for a D in the class.  Uncle Mike pulled
an all-nighter with Chris to prepare
him for an exam. Sometime during the
session, James realized Chris’ prob-
lems: He did not know the meaning of
words such as lines and plains. Once he
knew, things began to click, James says.

Chris earned an 82 on the test and
taped it to the refrigerator.

The report card became four Cs and
one D. Then some As and Bs started to
appear. Chris sang in talent shows and
got calls from girls the following day,
Donna James teases her nephew. He
became Prom King then graduated
MLK with about a 2.0 GPA.

Before that, the school’s staff had

Top: Chris chose Central State
University, a non-selective historically
black college in Xenia, Ohio, "because I
didn’t think I could get into any other
college." Here he discusses tests results
on Arts of Africa with a classmate. 

Middle: Chris rehearses "Vamuvamba,"
a percussive Kenyan song about the
crucifixion as a tenor in the Central
State University Chorus. The group
toured 11 cities in April.

Bottom: William H. Caldwell, director of
the Central State University Chorus, calls
Chris another “culturally deprived”
student with unschooled, raw talent.
Caldwell predicts Chris will be reading
music by the end of his sophomore year
making him eligible for a scholarship.
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gone to work getting him into college.
MLK English teacher Phyllis Thomas
encouraged Chris to go to Central
State. The school could teach him
music and help him overcome his
remaining weaknesses in reading and
writing. MLK counselor Daisy Perkins
arranged financial aid and teacher
Luther Towers got Chris an audition
with William H. Caldwell, associate
professor of music and conductor of
the Central State University Chorus. 

Chris sang a jazz number. Caldwell
was impressed enough to bring Chris

on board. In order to get a scholarship,
however, Chris must learn to read
music, broaden his vocal range and
embrace Italian, German and several
African languages in which the choir
often sings.

Pamela James still marvels at how
her son has grown into a reedy 6-foot-
1-inch-tall college sophomore with her
eyes, nose and smile. “If he had stayed
with me, he might not have gotten” to
college, she says. 

Mike James measures her character
in the support she has given Chris

since he has been in college.
“Over the year, she’s sent $90,” he

says. “But it’s big for her because she
works at Burger King. To get $90 out
of her is something like getting $1,000
out of me. But she did it.”

Because of the family support, bet-
ter grades and his personable manner,
Chris was able to tour with the Central
State University Chorus this year,
singing in such cities as Chicago, New
York, Philadelphia and Akron.

The tour put stress on Chris’ GPA. It
went from a 2.7 to a 2.41. His course
load includes a handful of one-credit
music classes, which turned out to be
very detailed and time consuming. One
class that posed particular difficulties
had drills in which students must iden-
tify notes by their sound.

Ever concerned about pleasing his
new family, Chris apologizes for his
grades but says they told him a lot of
freshmen have a tough first year. He
thanks his Uncle Mike as he did when
he graduated MLK, saying he owes his
diploma to his uncle. 

“You don’t have to thank me,”
James tells Chris, “just pass it on.”
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Below: "He's, like, my father," 
says Chris Burris, right, of his uncle
Mike James. "The first father figure 
I ever had."

Photo credit: Thomas Ondrey

“WE D IDN’T  SCOLD THE  BOY.  
WE  SA ID  ‘ IN  TH IS  HOUSEHOLD,  
WE  DON’T  GO  FOR  DS  AND FS . ’  

IN  THE  TH IRD  MARKING PER IOD,  
THE  GRADES  GOT  BETTER .”

Michale James, 

college instructor who guided his godchild to college



start to show increases [in test scores]
so students in Cleveland will be equal
to their contemporaries in other dis-
tricts,” Marok says. 

High school reform experts who
have tackled such problems say the
reform team’s next step should be to
upgrade and standardize content so
that the same material is taught in
every high school. 

Students should be required to take
standardized end-of-year exams that can
assess whether the quality of instruction
is consistent from school to school,
says Gene Bottoms, with the Southern
Regional Education Board in Atlanta. 

However, Elliott-Lewis says such test-
ing won’t be necessary because course
content will be revised to reflect the dis-
trict’s academic standards which are
districtwide for each subject and so
specific that testing won’t be necessary.
“If you have standards you don’t need
that,” she contends. 

The district’s new course require-
ments also will align more closely with
the ACT organization’s course recom-
mendations for college-bound stu-
dents: Four years of English, and at
least three years each of science, social
studies and math, including trigonom-
etry or other courses beyond algebra II. 

Typically, students who follow the
ACT regimen score higher on the ACT
and, thereby, have a better chance of
landing scholarships and getting into
prestigious universities. 

Most Ohio universities accept any
student with a high-school diploma,
says Robert Sheehan of the Ohio Board
of Regents. However, the average score
for freshmen admitted to more selec-
tive universities such as Ohio State
University falls between 22 and 27, well
above the Cleveland average of 16.2.

Students admitted to Ivy League
and other nationally prominent schools
typically have a minimum score of 27,
says Ed Colby, spokesman for ACT,
headquartered in Iowa City, Iowa.

from ADVANCED COURSES page 7
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4-Year graduation rate for students starting in 1995
CSU OSU KSU U of Akron

Black 2.3% 16.5% 11.9% 5.7%
Hispanic* 8.1 13.1 4.6 20.0
Asian 15.2 23.7 26.9 37.8
Native* 0.0 22.7 0.0 0.0
White 9.8 23.8 13.7 10.3
Overall** 8.2% 23.4% 13.5% 11.0%

6-Year graduation rate for students starting in 1995
CSU OSU KSU U of Akron

Black 9.2% 42.6% 36.3% 24.1%
Hispanic* 21.6 48.6 13.6 20.0
Asian 42.4 64.4 57.7 40.0
Native* 0.0 50.0 37.5 39.9
White 34.1 56.7 42.7 39.9
Overall** 27.2% 56% 42.1% 38.3%
Source: Cleveland State University, Ohio State University, Kent State University, and the University of Akron.
*Rates often are based on small numbers of enrollees.
**Overall equals the percent of the entire 1995 freshmen class graduating in 4 or 6 years. It may include foreign or other
students not listed.

Who graduates from college?
One way to gauge how successful Cleveland’s disadvantaged students are incomplet-
ing college is to follow the numbers at the four public universities local students
attend most often, Cleveland State, Ohio State, Kent State and the University of
Akron. Overall, graduation rates by race at these instituions show black students are
less likely to graduate than Asian and white students. However, blacks are more like-
ly to complete OSU than they are to finish at the other schools. And KSU shows the
smallest gap between black and overall graduation rates.

***CSU has many adult students who may take longer to graduate than those attending more traditional universites.

***

***



Extras 
Survey shows how district 
can better prepare students 
for college 

By Sandra Clark  
To succeed in college, disadvantaged students need 

Cleveland high schools to place more emphasis on 

study skills and critical writing courses, a CATALYST 

survey has found.  

The survey also shows that Cleveland students are 

worse off than their disadvantaged peers in other 

districts, when it comes to their high schools providing 

them with college catalogues, financial aid brochures 

and other information on how to choose a college. 

About 650 undergraduates at four Ohio universities 

participated in the survey. Students at Cleveland State 

University, Ohio State University, the University of Akron 

and Kent State University completed the questionnaire 

in February and early March.  

Disadvantaged students are those who are non-white, 

have a family income of $20,000 or less and their 

parents do not have a bachelor's degree. About 23 

percent of students surveyed identified themselves as 

disadvantaged. Nearly 15 percent of students 

surveyed said they were graduates of Cleveland 

Municipal Schools. And nearly all Cleveland graduates 

identified themselves as disadvantaged.  

About 71 percent of Cleveland school's students are 

black and 8 percent are Hispanic. About 78 percent 

qualify for free- and reduced-priced lunch.  

Study skills and critical writing needed 

The survey highlights the achievement gap between 

disadvantaged students and their more middle-class 

peers. 

Disadvantaged students surveyed say they are 

earning a grade point average of about 2.7. Their 

middle-class peers report a higher GPA of about 3.2. 

Survey responses point to high school courses that 

teach study skills as one way to shrink the gap. In fact, 

all respondents who said their high schools taught 



study techniques reported higher grades in college, 

about a 3.0 GPA or a "B." But students whose schools 

did not teach the skills reported earning only a 2.8 

GPA, a "C."  

The trend holds true for Cleveland graduates whose 

high schools taught such skills. Those students report a 

2.8 GPA, while those whose schools placed no 

emphasis on study skills reported a 2.5 GPA.  

James Ford Rhodes High School on Cleveland's west 

side teaches study skills, as part of a new course called 

Freshman Seminar, says Principal Kathleen Freilino.  

The course teaches students how to do research, take 

notes, organize notes and other materials and how to 

identify the main point in reading assignments. In 

addition, the seminar will also teach students and their 

parents about the SAT, ACT and what type of grades 

and courses are needed to get into college. 

The program will be implemented district wide come 

fall, says 

Freilino, who will head the district's new office of high 

school reform next year.  

The survey findings also show that high school critical 

writing classes can be a grade booster in college. 

Students who said their schools strongly emphasized 

critical writing report having a 3.1 GPA, while those 

whose schools did not teach it report a much lower 

GPA of 2.4. 

The survey findings on critical writing and study skills 

further informs the national conversation on what high 

schools need to do help disadvantaged students 

succeed in higher education.  

Much of that discussion has focused on the need for a 

rigorous academic curriculum with at least four years 

of English, three years of math, science, social studies 

and at least two years of foreign language for 

disadvantaged students. Calculus and physics should 

be included in this battery of courses. 

Taking math beyond algebra 2 including trigonometry, 

pre-calculus and calculus trumps any disadvantages 

an urban student might bring with them to college, 

concluded a 1999 report by Clifford Adelman, senior 

research analyst at the U.S. Department of Education. 

Cleveland students need more access to information 

about college 



Like many disadvantaged students, Cleveland 

graduates have fewer reliable sources of information 

on where to go to college and how to pay for it than 

their more advantaged peers, the survey shows. 

About 56 percent of higher-income students say their 

parents were their primary source of college 

information. But only 27 percent of Clevelanders 

turned to their families for help. That leaves schools as 

a primary source of college information for local 

students. However, the survey findings show that, 

compared to disadvantaged students in other districts,  

Cleveland students receive less information about 

college from their schools. 

About 44 percent of Clevelanders reported receiving 

such information from high schools, compared to 53 

percent of disadvantaged students elsewhere who 

said they relied on their schools for college facts.  

"That's been true for as long as people have been 

looking at first-generation college students," says 

Richard C. Richardson, higher education professor of 

New York University. 

"They turn to their families, who want them to go to 

college, but they don't know what that means," 

Richardson says.  

Richardson does not believe schools can be trusted to 

pick up the slack. "Counselors make judgments about 

students," he asserts. "A counselor may not perceive 

this person as someone who could benefit from their 

help" regarding college.  

Snap judgments may happen in Cleveland where the 

counselor-student ratio in high schools is about 400 -to-

1, says Sheila K. Jackson, head of the guidance 

department at Lincoln-West High School. The 

American Counseling Association, an Alexandria, Va., 

-based group that represents school counselors, 

recommends a ratio closer to 250-to-1, Jackson notes. 

Lincoln-West compensates by assigning a counselor to 

the senior class, says Jackson, who is fulfilling that role 

this year. 

Assistance from outside organizations usually works 

best at helping disadvantaged students pick a college 

and finance their education, Richardson says.  

The Cleveland Scholarship Program, Inc., is a key 

source of outside help for Cleveland schools. It places 



35 counselors in the district's 17 high schools. "Some 

schools have two [counselors] because they are so 

huge," says CSP Executive Director Maria I. Boss. "And 

that still is not enough." 

CSP dispenses scholarship money as well as advice to 

local students.  

Jackson says CSP's help is valuable because college 

advising can get lost in a counselor's other duties, 

which include helping the entire student body 

schedule courses.  

"I don't know what we'd do without the Cleveland 

Scholarship Program," Jackson says. 

 

 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 


