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In 2000, Rochester, New York, ranked first statewide for vielent
crime and cleventh nadonally in it poverty rares for children,
During this turbulent period, Urban Choice Charter School Founder
John Bliss spent 10 years working with students coming from these
necighborhoods at onc of Rochester’s poorcst perfarming schools,
Surprisingly, the students in his class were among the highest scoring
in the Rochester School Districe. Bliss knew that it was possible for
the neediest students to be successful even if all odds were against
them. He also knew that the methods and practices he nsed in his
class could be reproduced so that more students could be saved.

This fact, along with some incredible stories he had heard from
parents in the community, led him to pursue a new school unit within
the Rochester Ciry School District. This program would allow him

the auronomy to cxpand and create an even more intensive program,
This was before the New York Stare (NYS) had charter legislation.
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Unfortunarcly, the school districe was not ready for real change, Bliss'
relationship with the district spun downward, *My mail was opened,
baok orders were lost, and in general things got preeey ugly for me!”
he recounts, Bliss resigned (after 10 years of service), surrendering
his pension and health benefis, In an effore to make ends meer, Bliss
placed his dream on hold and found traditional means to support
himself.

“1 still had all of my bills vo pay, but [ couldn’t work for people thar 1
didn's trust.” he says. For several years he worked at odd jobs and did
what he could to care for his family. This included shoveling snow and
cleaning bathrooms ar a downrown tennis club.

When NYS passed charter school legislation, Bliss wanted to starca
school, It would be called the Truffula Charter School, named after




the trees in the Dr Seuss book The Lorax,
The application was not accepred, but the
desire never died, Four years later Bliss would
try again and be approved.

Diesigning a Schoaol from Seratch

The Urban Choice Charter School (UCCS)
was started by a small group of people
meeting for two years at a local library. The
school had no urg.mi'.'..;l:iun:ﬂ or financial
support. Tt was based on the same principles
that Bliss used while teaching, There was no
lengthy. articulate, preconceived professional
document o guide them, The team just
Plugg‘ﬂ:ﬁl J\\'ii.:r'.

Recalling his history up to the development
of UCCS, Bliss says that gerting a school isn’t
easy, but ir is something you can accomplish
it driven enough.

“When you hear the idea of someone starting
his or her own charter school, that anyone

e . g
can do it, I'm living proof that you can do ir,
he says.

Developing its Program

The UCCS motro is redefining urban education. It provides a safe
and challenging environment thar encourages academic progress for
all children in grades K-8 Most are cconomic disadvantaged. The
curriculum is based on Mew York's Stare Learning Standards, buc it
gocs bevond its standards, offering close teacher/student relationships
and a longer school day. "It is all abour the relationships the students
have with the adules who stand in front of them cach day.” says Bliss.
Trusr and respect can’t be options. There needs to be an emotional
commitment that is palpable.

Learning is assessed often and parent communication is frequent
and honest, There arc many adules who wark wich the students and
share themsclves, It is a community. Volunteers, college and high
school students, physicians and others come to the school. The
school cmploys a full-time nurse, three counsclors, and an on-site
nutritionist. Quality meals are served on real plates and silverware,
Students attend music, art, health and Spanish classes. They also have
access 1o a Mac lab, arock climbing wall, plus guitar and drum lessons,
among other enriching oprions. And every student goes ouside every
day. “Physical Education has become an cxera ar some schools but we
believe thar goad health increases your chances for good grades.” Bliss
nores.

UCCS does not include any parricular against-the-groove methods
inco its academia {unlike the style of Montessori, Reggio Emilia or
KIPP). And Bliss says it is not the school's methods thar deviare greadly
from rraditional education methods; it is the reachers” approach o
implementing these methods. “Best pracrices exist in all grear schoals
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bur we choose to be judged by mare than test resules,” says Bliss. *We
want great scares like everyone else but we also want kids who get up
every morning excited abour coming to school”

Redehning Expectations

Ower 80 percent of UCCS students qualify for free or reduced meals.
The school serves students from 16 different zip codes. Almost 90
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pereent are minority students who come from
some of the maost impoverished and vielent
neighborhoods in NYS, but their achievements
have been extraordinary,

Last year. 91 percent of the fourth-graders
g o
passed the NYS marh cxam and 87 percent
passed the NYS ELA examination. One
hundred percent passed the NYS Science exam.
In almost every grade UCCS students far

J &
ounrperformed their peers in other Rochester
public schools. Similar resules can be found in
third to seventh grades. Bliss" vision has held
rrue bur ir has raken exorea efforr.

Teachers get to school at 8:00 am. or carlier
and the day doesn't end unel 4:30 p.m. There
are after school programs, Sarurday programs
and a full summer school. The school enrolls
approximarely 400 smdenes bur the school
employs a much larger than normal size staff. There are 84 employees
making the stadent to adule rario five to one. There are abour 22
students per class, but most middle school classes have only 15, There
is a full-time reacher assistant in almost every class so learning can be
as efficient and crearive as possible. Staff gees whare chey want bue the
expectations are high, Teachers are held accountable through various
measurements bur there are no sueprises. “Our school is nor aboue
hicrarchies or egos; we have too much work to do)” says Bliss and he
has enough faith in the school to send his own dangheer there,
Inseilling Inspiration

Pavents take an active role in the communiry ar UCCS, and
appreciate the way the school repays them through their children's
educations. & mother recently mer Bliss wich a hug and tears in her
£yes, cxp|.1ining tor him how the school has g]\.tngud her life, "It is
incredibly gratifying knowing that you have created a place that has
50 dr.yn.ltia;u.]l}' improvcd someone’s quality of life” says Bliss, "but it
|§ 'n'i.'r':r' ]\J.rd “'I:]rk .”

Success has not been casy. The school relies almost entirely on
government f"um{ing di.':;pil:c enrolling some of the neediest studenes
inn Wew York State, Staffis rold to carn respect rather than demand it
*Kids are treated like i".1n'|':|:.'," says Bliss, while .ulmitl;'rng that this can
be exhausting, “Tt is a balancing act because you need to be empathetic
bust you can't lose hope because the kids are counting on you,

“Our schoal is suceessful because the people who work in it are
committed to something beyvond o book.” Bliss continues, "They
know that kids can't be pushed over the bar, Students need to want
Lo jump over it themselves and [‘-usl;uring ingpiration takes a unigue
person.” Urban Cheice seems to have found a successful method
for ﬁnding these individuals and with each passing d:l}' the students
become more confident,



