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The building that housed Rochester’s now shuttered School 10. Such closures “rend the community,” a professor of education said. Photographs by Joshua
Rashaad McFadden for The New Yorker
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n the nineteen-nineties, when Liberia descended into civil war, the Kpor family fled to Ivory Coast. A few years later, in 1999, they
Iwere approved for resettlement in the United States, and ended up in Rochester, New York. Janice Kpor, who was eleven at the
time, jokingly wonders whether her elders were under the impression that they were moving to New York City. What she remembers
most about their arrival is the trees: it was May, yet many were only just starting to bud. “It was, like, ‘Where are we?’ ” she said. “It was

completely different.”

But the Kpors adapted and flourished. Janice lived with her father in an affordable-housing complex close to other family members,
and she attended the city’s public schools before enrolling in St. John Fisher University, just outside the city, where she got a bachelor’s
degree in sociology and African American studies. She found work as a social-service case manager and eventually started running a

group home for disabled adults.

She also became highly involved in the schooling of her three children, whom she was raising with her partner, the father of the
younger two, a truck driver from Ghana. Education had always been highly valued in her family: one of her grandmothers had been a
principal in Liberia, and her mother, who remained there, is a teacher. Last fall, when school started, Kpor was the president of the
parent-teacher organization at School 10, the Dr. Walter Cooper Academy, where her youngest child, Thomasena, was in
kindergarten. Her middle child had also attended the school.

Kpor took pleasure in dropping by the school, a handsome two-story structure that was built in 1916 and underwent a full renovation
and expansion several years ago. The school was in the Nineteenth Ward, in southwest Rochester, a predominantly Black, working-
and middle-class neighborhood of century-old homes. The principal, Eva Thomas, oversaw a staff that prided itself on maintaining a
warm environment for two hundred and ninety-nine students, from kindergarten through sixth grade, more than ninety per cent of

whom were Black or Latino. Student art work filled the hallways, and parent participation was encouraged. School 10 dated only to



2009—the building had housed different programs before that—but it had strong ties to the neighborhood, owing partly to its
namesake, a pioneering Black research scientist who, at the age of ninety-five, still made frequent visits to speak to students. “When
parents chose to go to this particular school, it was because of the community that they have within our school, the culture that they

have,” Kpor told me.

Because she was also engaged in citywide advocacy, through a group called the Parent Leadership Advisory Council, Kpor knew that
the Rochester City School District faced major challenges. Enrollment had declined from nearly thirty-four thousand in 2003 to less
than twenty-three thousand last year, the result of flight to the suburbs, falling birth rates, and the expansion of local charter schools,
whose student population had grown from less than two thousand to nearly eight thousand during that time. Between 2020 and 2022,
the district’s enrollment had dropped by more than ten per cent.

The situation in Rochester was a particularly acute example of a nationwide trend. Since the start of the coronavirus pandemic, public-
school enrollment has declined by about a million students, and researchers attribute the drop to families switching to private schools
—aided by an expansion of voucher programs in many red and purple states—and to homeschooling, which has seen especially strong

growth. In addition, as of last year, an estimated fifty thousand students are unaccounted for—many of them are simply not in school.

During the pandemic, Rochester kept its schools closed to in-person instruction longer than any other district in New York besides
Buffalo, and throughout the country some of the largest enrollment declines have come in districts that embraced remote learning.
Some parents pulled their children out of public schools because they worried about the inadequacy of virtual learning; others did so,
after the eventual return to school, because classroom behavior had deteriorated following the hiatus. In these places, a stark reality
now looms: schools have far more space than they need, with higher costs for heating and cooling, building upkeep, and staffing than
their enrollment justifies. During the pandemic, the federal government gave a hundred and ninety billion dollars to school districts,
but that money is about to run dry. Even some relatively prosperous communities face large drops in enrollment: in Ann Arbor,
Michigan, where enrollment has fallen by more than a thousand students since the fall of 2019, the city is planning to lay off some

ninety teachers; Santa Clara, which is part of Silicon Valley, has seen a decrease of fourteen per cent in a decade.

On September 12,2023, less than a week after the school year started, Rochester’s school board held what appeared to be a routine
subcommittee meeting. The room was mostly empty as the district’s superintendent, Carmine Peluso, presented what the district

called a “reconfiguration plan.”



A decade earlier, twenty-six hundred kindergarten students had enrolled in Rochester’s schools—roughly three-quarters of the

children born in the city five years before. But in recent years, Peluso said, that proportion had sunk to about half.
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Within ten years, Peluso said, “if we continue on this trend and we don’t address this, we'’re going to be at a district of under fourteen
thousand students.” The fourth-largest city in New York, with a relatively stable population of about two hundred and ten thousand,

was projecting that its school system would soon enroll only about a third of the city’s current school-age population.



Peluso then recommended that the Rochester school district close eleven of its forty-five schools at the end of the school year. Kpor,
who was watching the meeting online, was taken aback. Five buildings would be shuttered altogether; the other six would be put to

use by other schools in the district.

School 10 was among the second group. The school would cease to exist, and its building, with its new gymnasium-auditorium and its
light-filled two-story atrium, would be turned over to a public Montessori school for pre-K through sixth grade, which had been

sharing space with another school.

Kpor was stunned. The building was newly renovated. She had heard at a recent PTA meeting that its students’ over-all performance

was improving. And now it was being shut down? “I was in disbelief,” she said. “It was a stab in the back.”

S chool closures are a fact of life in a country as dynamic as the United States. Cities boom, then bust or stagnate, leaving public
infrastructure that is incommensurate with present needs. The brick elementary school where I attended kindergarten and first
grade, in Pittsfield, Massachusetts, was closed in the early eighties, as the city’s population declined, and then was razed to make way

for a shopping plaza.

Still, there is a pathos to a closed school that doesn’t apply to a shuttered courthouse or post office. The abandonment of a building
once full of young voices is an indelible sign of the action having moved elsewhere. There is a tangible cost, too. Researchers have
found that students whose schools have been closed often experience declines in attendance and achievement, and that they tend to be
less likely to graduate from college or find employment. Closures tend to fall disproportionately on majority-Black schools, even
beyond what would be expected on the basis of enrollment and performance data. In some cities, efforts to close underpopulated
schools have become major political issues. In 2013, Chicago, facing a billion-dollar budget deficit and falling enrollment, closed forty-
nine schools, the largest mass closure in the country’s history. After months of marches and protests, twelve thousand students and

eleven hundred staff members were displaced.

Now, as a result of the nationwide decline in enrollment, many cities will have to engage in disruption at a previously unseen scale.
“School closures are difficult events that rend the community, the fabric of the community,” Thomas Dee, a professor of education at
Stanford, said. He has been collecting data on declining enrollment in partnership with the Associated Press. “The concern I have is

that it’s going to be yet another layer of the educational harm of the pandemic.”



Janice Kpor knew that her family was, in a sense, part of the problem. Her oldest child, Virginia, had flourished in the early grades, so
her school put her on an accelerated track, but it declined to move her up a grade, as Kpor had desired. Wanting her daughter to be
sufficiently challenged, Kpor opted for the area’s Urban-Suburban program, in which students can apply to transfer to one of the many
smaller school districts that surround Rochester; if a district is interested in a student, it offers the family a slot. The program began in
1965, and there are now about a thousand children enrolled. Virginia began attending school in Brockport, where she had access to
more extracurricular activities.

Supporters call Urban-Suburban a step toward integration in a region where city schools are eighty-five per cent Black and Latino and
suburban districts are heavily white. But critics see it as a way for suburban districts to draw some of the most engaged families out of
the city’s schools; the selectiveness of the suburban districts helps explain why close to a quarter of the students remaining in the city
system qualify for special-education services. (The local charter schools are also selective.) One suburban district, Rush-Henrietta,
assured residents that it would weed out participants who brought “city issues” with them, as Justin Murphy, a reporter for the
Rochester Democrat & Chronicle, wrote in his book, “Your Children Are Very Greatly in Danger,” a history of segregation in the city’s

schools.

Kpor understood these concerns even as she watched Virginia thrive in the suburbs, then go on to attend the Rochester Institute of
Technology. As Kpor saw it, each child’s situation was unique, and she tried to make decisions accordingly. “It’s where they’re at,” she

said. “It’s not all or nothing for me.”

She enrolled her middle child, Steven, in School 10 for kindergarten and immediately liked the school, but stability was elusive. First,
the school moved to temporary quarters for the renovation. Then came disagreements with a teacher who thought that her son’s
behavioral issues stemmed from A.D.H.D. Then the pandemic arrived, and her son spent the final months of second grade and most
of third on Zoom. For fourth grade, she decided to try Urban-Suburban again. He was accepted by Brockport, which sent a bus to

pick him up every morning.

Other parents shared similar accounts with me of the aftermath of the pandemic closures. Ruthy Brown said that, after the reopening,
her children’s school was rowdier than before, with more frequent fights and disturbances in the classroom; a charter school with
uniforms suddenly seemed appealing. Isabel Rosa, too, moved her son to a charter school, because his classmates were “going bonkers”
when they finally returned to in-person instruction. (She changed her mind after he was bullied by a charter-school security guard.)

Carmen Torres, who works at a local advocacy organization, the Children’s Agenda, watched one of her client families get so frustrated



by virtual instruction that they switched to homeschooling. “Enough is enough,” Torres recalled the mother saying. “My kids need to

learn how to read.”

But, when it came time to enroll Thomasena, Kpor resolved to stick with the district, and she was so hopeful about her daughter’s
future at School 10 that she took the prospect of its closure with great umbrage. She and other parents struggled to understand the
decision. One of the reasons School 10 was chosen to close was that it was in receivership—a designation for public schools rated in
the bottom five per cent in the state, among Peluso’s criteria for closure—but Kpor knew that the receivership was due not only to low
test scores but also to the school’s high rate of absenteeism, which was, she believed, because the school roster was outdated, filled with
students who were no longer there. According to a board member, the state had also placed School 10 on a list of dangerous schools,

partly owing to an incident in which a student had been found with a pocketknife.

Making matters worse, for Kpor, was that the building was going to be turned over to another program, School 53, the Montessori
school. It would be one thing for School 10 to be shut down because the district needed to cut costs. But the building had just been
renovated at great expense, an investment intended for School 10, and now those students and teachers were being evicted to make
room for others. “It was more of an insult,” Kpor said, “because now you have this place and all these kids and a whole bunch of new

kids in the same building, so what is the logic of, quote-unquote, closing the school?”

The awkwardness of this was not lost on the parents of School 53. The school had a slightly higher proportion of white families and a
lower one of economically disadvantaged students than School 10, and it was expected to draw additional white families once it moved
to its new building. “The perception is that you've got the kids at this protected, special school—you can see the difference between
what they get and what we get,” Robert Rodgers, a parent at School 53, told me. “If I was a parent at School 10, I would be livid.”

After Peluso announced the plan, the district held two public forums, followed by sessions at the targeted schools. The School 10
auditorium was packed for its session, and Kpor lined up at the microphone to speak. She asked Peluso if Thomasena and her
classmates would get priority for placement in School 53, so that they could stay in the building. “I do not want her to go to any other
school,” she said. “Every time we think we’re doing something right for our kids, someone comes in and dictates to us that our choices

are not valid.” Kpor was encouraged to hear Peluso say that School 10 kids would get priority.






Janice Kpor, whose youngest child had just started at School 10 when the city announced its closure.
On October 19th, five weeks after the announcement, the school board met to vote on the closures. During the public-comment

period, a teacher from School 2 pleaded with the board to let its students enroll at the school that would be replacing it. A teacher
from School 106 asked that the vote be delayed until after board members visited every school, including hers, which was engaged in a

yearlong special project geared toward the coming total solar eclipse, so that they could get a more visceral sense of the school’s value.

The principal of School 29, Joseph Baldino, asked that the school’s many students with autism-spectrum disorder be kept together,

along with their teachers, during the reassignment. “They’re unique, they’re beautiful, and they don't do real well with change,” he said.
Chrissy Miller, a parent at the school, said of her son, “He loves his staft . . . he loves his teachers, and he wants everybody to stay

together as one.”

In the end, the closures passed, five to two.




n September, 2020, as many public schools in Democratic-leaning states started the new academic year with remote learning, I
I asked Randi Weingarten, the president of the American Federation of Teachers, whether she worried about the long-term effects
on public education. What if too many families left the system in favor of homeschooling or private schools—many of which had
reopened—and didn’t come back? She wasn’t concerned about such hypotheticals. “At the end of the day, kids need to be together in

community,” she said.

The news from a growing number of districts suggests that the institution of public schooling has indeed suffered a lasting blow, even
in cities that are better funded than Rochester. In Seattle, parents anticipate the closure of twenty elementary schools. The state of
Ohio has witnessed a major expansion of private-school vouchers; in Columbus, a task force is recommending the closure of nine

schools.

In Rochester, the continuing effects of the pandemic weighed heavily on some. Camille Simmons, who joined the school board in
2021, told me, “A lot of children felt the result of those decisions.” She went on, “There were a lot of entities at play, there were so

many conversations going on. I think we should have brought children back much sooner.”

Adam Urbanski, the longtime president of the Rochester teachers’ union, said that the union had believed schools should not reopen
until the district could guarantee high air quality, and it had not been able to. “When I reflect back on it, I know that I erred on the
side of safety, and I do not regret the position that we took,” he said.

But Rebecca Hetherington, the owner of a small embroidery company and the former head of the Parent Leadership Advisory
Council, the group Kpor was part of, feared that the district would soon lack the critical mass to remain viable. “I am concerned there
is a tipping point and we're past it,” she said. Rachel Barnhart, a former TV news reporter who attended city schools and now serves in
the county legislature, agreed. “It’s like youre watching institutions decline in real time,” she told me. “Anchors of the community are
disappearing.” School districts have long aspired to imbue their communities with certain shared values and learning standards, but

such commonality now seemed inconceivable.

By the spring of 2024, parents at the eleven targeted schools were too busy trying to figure out where their children would be going in
the fall to worry about the long term. A mother at School 39, Rachel Dixon, who lived so close to the school that she could carry her
kindergartner there, was on the wait list for School 52 but had been assigned to School 50. She wasn’t even sure where that was.

Chrissy Miller was upset that School 29’s students with autism were being more broadly dispersed than promised; she worried that



her son’s assigned school wasn't equipped for students with special needs. Many of her fellow School 29 parents were now considering
homeschooling or moving, she said, and added, “We don't have trust in the district at all.” It was easy to envision how the closures

could compound the problem, leading to even fewer students and even more closures.

Thomasena had been assigned to School 45, which was close to her family’s home but less convenient for Kpor than School 10, which
was closer to her work. Kpor wondered how many other families were in similar situations, with assignments that didn’t take into
account the specific context of their lives. “All of this plays into why kids are not going to school,” she said. “You're placing kids in

locations that don’t meet the families’ needs.”

She had taken Peluso’s word that students from School 10 would be given priority at the Montessori school taking its place, and she
was disappointed to learn that Thomasena was thirtieth on the wait list there. It was also unclear to her which branch of the central

office was handling placement appeals. “It’s all a jumble, and no one really knows how things work,” she said.

On March 26th, as families were dealing with the overhaul, Peluso announced that he was leaving the district to become the
superintendent of the Churchville-Chili district, in the suburbs. The district was far smaller than Rochester, with some thirty-eight
hundred students, more than seventy per cent of them white, but the job paid nearly as much. “It’s one of the hardest decisions I've
had,” Peluso said at a news conference. “There’s a lot of commitment I've had to this district.” Rodgers, the School 53 parent, told me,

“This hurts. It’s another situation where the suburbs are taking something from the city.”

Parents and district staft tried to make sense of Peluso’s departure. Some people speculated that he had grown tired of the treatment he
was receiving from certain board members. Other people wondered if he simply wanted a less challenging district. Peluso told me, “It

was the best decision for me and my family.”

I n late June, I returned to Rochester for the final days of the school year. I stayed at School 31 Lofts, a hotel in a former schoolhouse
that was built in 1919. (The Web site advertises “WhimsyHistorySerenity.”) An empty hallway was still marked with a “Fallout

Shelter” sign. I stayed in a room that, judging from its size and location, might have been a faculty lounge.

One afternoon, I met with Demario Strickland, a deputy superintendent whod been named interim superintendent while the school

board searched for a permanent replacement for Peluso. Strickland, a genial thirty-nine-year-old Buffalo native who moved to



Rochester last year, was the seventh superintendent of the district since 2016. He told me that he was not surprised the closures had

prompted such protests. “School closures are traumatic in itself,” he said.

But he defended the district against several of the criticisms I had heard from parents. School 10 had been improving, he said, but still
tell short on some metrics. “Even though they met demonstrable progress, we still had to look at proficiency, and we still had to look at
receivership,” he said. And, he added, School 53 had limited slots available, so the district had made no promises to parents of School
10 about having priority.

Still, he said, the district could perhaps have been more empathetic in its approach. “This process has taught me that, in a sense, people
don’t care about the money,” he said. “When you make these decisions, you really have to think about the heart. That’s something we
could have done a little more. It makes sense—we’re wasting money, throwing money away, we have all these vacancies, that makes

sense to us. But our families dont care about that. Our families want their school to stay open—they don't want to do away with it.”



At the end of the academic year, Rochester closed eleven of its forty-five schools, including School 39.
I asked him whether he worried that the district’s enrollment decline might continue until the system could no longer sustain itself, as

Hetherington and Barnhart feared. “I try not to get scared about the future,” he said.

On the second-to-last day of the school year, I went to School 10 to join Kpor at the end-of-year ceremony for Thomasena’s
kindergarten class. She and her fourteen classmates sang songs, demonstrated spelling on the whiteboard, and rose one by one to say
what they had liked best about kindergarten. “Education and learning,” Thomasena, a tall girl with her front teeth just coming in, said.
“When it’s the weekend,” one boy said, to the laughter of parents.

It was not hard to see why Kpor and other parents were sorry to leave the school, with its gleaming new tile work and hardwood-

composite hallway floorboards. A few weeks earlier, the latest assessment results had shown improvement for School 10, putting it



close to citywide averages. “All of us are going to be going to different places, but I hope one day that I get to see you again,” the class’s

teacher, Karen Lewis, said.

Kpor was still waiting to find out if she had moved up on the list for School 53.1 asked if she might have Thomasena apply for
Urban-Suburban, like her siblings, and she said she was hoping it would work out in the district. “I still have faith,” she said. Outside, I
met a parent who was worried about how her daughter would fare at her new school after having been at School 10 with the same

special-needs classmates and teacher for the past three years. “The school has been amazing,” she said.

he next day, I attended a school-wide Rites of Achievement ceremony in the gym. Parents cheered as students received awards

for Dr. Walter Cooper Character Traits—Responsibility, Integrity, Compassion, Leadership, Perseverance, and Courage.
(Thomasena won for Courage.) Thomas, the principal, called up the school’s entire staft, name by name. The shrieks from the
assembled children for their favorite teachers and aides indicated the hold that even a school officially deemed subpar can have on its

students and families: this had been their home, a hundred and eighty days a year, for as long as seven years.

Walter Cooper himself was there, watching from a thronelike chair with gilt edges. Eventually, he addressed the children for the last
time, recounting his upbringing with a father who had received no formal schooling, a mother who preached the value of education,
and six siblings, all but one of whom had gone to college. “The rule was we had to have a library card at seven. We didn’t have a lot in
this community, but we had books,” he said. “There are always things in the street for you, but there is much more in books. . . . The

guiding thesis is: books will set you free.”

The children sang a final song: “I am a Cooper kid, a Dr. Walter Cooper kid, I am, I am /I stand up for what’s right, even when the
world is wrong.” Sylvia Cooksey, a retired administrator who is also a pastor, gave the final speech. “No matter where you go, where
you end up, you are taking part of this school with you,” she said. “You are taking Dr. Walter Cooper with you. We're going to hear all
over Rochester, “That child is from School 10.””

After the assembly, I asked Cooper what he made of the closure. “It’s tragic,” he said. “It points to the fundamental instability in the
future of the schools. Children need stability, and they aren't getting it in terms of the educational process.”

Wanda Zawadzki, a physical-education teacher who had worked at the school for eight years and received some of the loudest shrieks

from the kids, stood looking forlorn. She recalled the time a class had persuaded the city to tear down an abandoned house across the



street, and the time a boy had brought her smartphone to her after she dropped it outside. “My other school, that phone would have
been gone,” she said. “It’s the integrity here.” Like many teachers at the targeted schools, she was still waiting for her transfer

assignment. “This was supposed to be my last home,” she said.

And then it was dismissal time. It was school tradition to have the staff come out at the end of every school year and wave at the
departing buses as they did two ceremonial loops around the block. Speakers blared music from the back of a pickup, and the teachers

danced and waved. “We love you,” Principal Thomas called out.

It was quieter over at School 29, the school with many special-needs kids. The children were gone, and one teacher, Latoya Crockton-
Brown, walked alone to her car. She had spent nineteen years at the school, which will be closing completely. “We’re not doing well at

all,” she said, of herself and her colleagues. “This was a family school. It’s very disheartening. Even the children cried today.”

She was wearing a T-shirt that read “Forever School 29 / 1965 to Now.” The school had done a lot in recent days to aid the transition
—bringing in a snow-cone truck and a cotton-candy machine, hosting a school dance. “One girl said she feels like she’s never going to

make friends like she had here,” Crockton-Brown said. “But we have to move on. We have no other choice.” ¢
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