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It’s a familiar setting. The 
third grade classroom is 
papered with a wall full 

of words and a sign reading, 
“Success is a do-it-yourself 
project.” In groups of twos and 
threes, students are dutifully 
filling in worksheets about 
telling time. When the quiet 
hum gets a little more animated, 
the teacher at the front of 
the room is on it right away. 
“Ladies,” she calls out to a group 
of girls. “I’m hearing more 
talking than I see working.” It 
seems like a normal classroom, 
but there’s a difference: the 
two red-jacketed young people 
walking from desk to desk 
helping students with their 
homework. They are part of a 
pilot literacy project in District 
elementary schools that’s poised 
to expand throughout the city. 
And while teachers say they 
are an indispensable help in 
attending to slower learners 

and raising reading scores, their 
biggest value may be to the kids, 
simply by being another person 
who notices and spends time 
with them. The project is run 
by City Year, an AmeriCorps 
program that recruits young 
people ages 17 to 24 to spend 
a year engaged in service work. 
This year’s crop of 100 D.C. 
corps members – selected from 
a pool of about 600 – do a 
variety of jobs, but the in-school 
initiative, with its ultimate goal 

of reducing dropout rates, is 
the group’s biggest. Seventy 
members are working in seven 
schools around the city; in the 
next five years, the organization 
hopes to expand to 33 locations 
and 350 members. But first, 
City Year has to demonstrate 
that the initiative – which 
includes tutoring and after-
school programs – is effective. 
Francis-Stevens Education 
Campus, one of the pilot sites, 
is in its second year with City 
Year. A West End school for 
pre-kindergartners through 
eighth-graders, Francis-Stevens 
has the requisite security guards 
at its entrance and is full of 
boisterous students from all 
over the city and tired-looking 
teachers and staff. In that 

environment, it’s easy to feel 
a little cynical as perky City 
Year corps members, wearing 
their trademark red jackets, wax 
enthusiastic about the program’s 
many benefits. They describe 
its big-picture approach to 
D.C.’s dropout crisis and talk 
about how the initiative’s small 
reading groups and one-on-one 
interactions target those kids 
most likely to drop out later. 
The corps members, who come 
from diverse backgrounds, 
seem universally excited about 
spending all day at the school 
and working closely with 
students. “We’re in the school 
being role models,” says Nadia 
Purvis, 18, a D.C. native who 
has deferred college for a year 
to take part in the program. 

“It doesn’t matter how young 
they are – it’s easy to connect 
with them.” “I think we have a 
good impact,” agrees Antoine 
Ndiaye, a 17-year-old who 
has spent most of his life in 
Senegal. “Yesterday, my teacher 
was ill and a substitute came 
in. The kids didn’t know the 
substitute, so when I walked 
in, they started to focus a little 
more because they respect me 
and know me.” The idealistic 
language is grounded in 
facts. The school’s scores on 
tests evaluating early literacy 
increased this year, with 90 
percent of students passing. 
And a majority of the kids 
personally tutored by City 
Year members had scores that 
improved by at least one level of 

City Year members Jason Johnson, far left; Antoine Ndiaye, middle; and Sarah Garner, far right; 
work with students at Francis- Stevens Education Campus, a pilot site for the program.
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proficiency. City Year people say 
that one of the big advantages 
of corps members is their age. 
The organization calls them 
“near peers,” pointing out that 
as young adults, they’re old 
enough to act as mentors but 
still too young to be confused 
for teachers, who aren’t always 
viewed in a positive light by 
students. In the classroom, the 
warm and easy relationship 
between City Year corps 
members and students is 
obvious. During an after-school 
“academic power hour” held 
in the third-grade classroom, 
Ndiaye and another City Year 
member move from child to 
child, gently prodding for 
answers to homework exercises 
with more than a little personal 
conversation thrown in. About 
75 percent of Francis-Stevens’ 
students stay for after-school 
programs, and they seem to 
appreciate the extra attention. 
“Oh, Mr. Antoine, he’s nice,” 
says Sharon Lynch, 9, who lives 
in Southeast and has paired her 
school uniform with a pair of 
shiny black and blue sneakers. 
“He helps me do all my work.” 
Daira, 9, agrees: “They’re fun 
and helpful.” For Rebecca 

Stevens, the third-grade teacher, 
City Year is a godsend. “Last 
year, I feel like my test scores 
were higher than expected,” 
she says, explaining that the 
corps members will pull out 
the students who have the most 
difficulty with reading and work 
with them in groups of four or 
five on a specialized curriculum. 
“Those are the kids I need to 
focus on the most, so having 
someone else helping them lets 
me push the rest of the class 
higher.” Maurice Kennard, the 
school’s young principal, agrees. 
He appreciates the City Year 
folks’ help and idealism, and 
the improved test scores are 

particularly welcome. But the 
non-quantifiable benefits are 
just as vital. “They help provide 
support – the teachers say it’s 
great to have another adult 
there,” says Kennard. And for 
the kids, “it’s another person 
who’s there that they can make 
a connection with, who cares 
about them.”

City Year members like Sarah Garner, above, have helped raise 
scores at Francis-Stevens.

B
ill

 P
et

ro
s/

Th
e 

C
ur

re
nt


