
At top, 10th-grad-
ers Sendes Dhaiti,
Daniel Dumbard
and Duvonne
Frails build a
robot in one of the
career programs at
Newark Tech High
School. Elsewhere
in the district,
students create
music videos,
bottom left, and
work on a calculus
assignment, right.
The projects reflect
the variety of
career offerings in
the district.
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Partly sunny. High 72, low 57.
Details on Page C10

WEATHER $2.50
Newsstand and
machine price

Scripps serious about putting Channel 7 on top

Meteorologist Andy Parker sees sunnier skies ahead for beleaguered station.

| PAGE D1

Is going big time

good for UB?

We kick off a four-day series
about the University at Buffalo’s
athletic department. Page B1
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N EWARK – The students control a robotic arm, guiding it as it lifts one plastic basket

and dumps the contents into another. ¶ In a classroom a few miles away, groups of

students layer tiers of recycled material to design green rooftops that can harness en-

ergy. Meanwhile, their schoolmates in a digital media course finish producing videos

they scripted, filmed and edited. ¶ By the time they graduate from the Essex County Vocational Tech-

nical Schools in New Jersey, these students will possess skills they can use in careers ranging from

engineering to digital production. Many will even leave high school with a professional license along

with a traditional diploma. ¶ “There’s a lot of misconception that vocational education is for students

who want a different route because they won’t graduate,” said Dicxiana Carbonell, the school system’s

supervisor of curriculum and instruction. “What our students learn in the academic areas, they can

apply to real-life projects. They see how the skills transfer.”

NEWARK’S JOBS TRAINING
A MODEL FOR CITY SCHOOLS

In Essex County, N.J., vocational high schools, students enroll in programs
that link career skills with core subjects. The result is a 96% graduation rate.

Fourth in a series

By Tim Graham

N E WS SPORTS R EPORT ER

In an act of what could be described
as mutual desperation, the Jon Bon Jovi
and Jim Kelly groups have had conver-
sations about joining forces in pursuit of
the Buffalo Bills.

Multiple sources on both sides of the
border have told The Buffalo News that
BonJoviandhisToronto-basedpartners
reached out to Kelly within the past five
days for a “Hail Mary” attempt to help
salvage their beleaguered bid.

Kelly, unable to hook on with any-
body else, has at least considered the
possibility.

The News was unable to confirm
where discussions between the groups
stood Saturday night, but sources in
Western New York, Toronto and Man-
hattan said talks have occurred.

Kelly and his brother, Dan Kelly, have
met with several potential ownership
groups since Ralph C. Wilson Jr. died in
March, but the Kellys haven’t been able
to strike a bidding partnership.

The Kellys and bond investor Jeffrey
Gundlach of East Amherst met with
the Bills’ trust Aug. 7. How much mon-
ey the Kellys have raised with Gundlach
and the terms of their association aren’t
known. But they apparently haven’t ac-
cumulated enough to be a bidder. They
instead asked the trust to match them
with an established group.

Whether Gundlach was involved in
JimKelly’s talkswithBonJovi isunclear.

Two sources familiar with the sales
process told The News the Kellys have
made lofty partnership demands: 2 per-
cent equity in the team, lifetime jobs for
Jim and Dan, an up-front cash payment
for their servicesandfinal sayonall foot-
ball decisions.

Two sources said Donald Trump, a
Bills bidder and longtime Kelly friend

Bon Jovi,

Kelly eye

teaming up

on Bills bid

Rocker reached out

to ex-QB in past 5 days
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HOW TO FIX
BUFFALO’S SCHOOLS

By Lou Michel

N E WS STA F F R EPORT ER

Candace Cartagena says she did not
kill her 8-year-old daughter, but ac-
knowledges she may have accidental-
ly caused the child’s death after taking
dozens of pills in an attempt to end her
own life.

In a jail interview last week, three
weeks after she was convicted in a non-
jury trial of killing Bianca, Cartagena
said she should have gone against her
lawyer’s advice and testified to explain
what happened in her Amherst home on
that November night in 2010 when her
daughter died.

Cartagena said that she had been try-
ing to commit suicide by a drug over-
dose, although she concedes she may
have accidentally rolled on top of her
napping daughter, triggering the girl’s

Cartagena

tells her side

of grim story

in girl’s death

Photos by Robert Kirkham/Buffalo News
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HOW TO FIX
BUFFALO’S SCHOOLS

Across the country, educators increas-
ingly look to vocational programs to bet-
ter prepare students for the 21st-century
workforce. Many educators – and business
leaders – believe career programs engage
students in school and show them how the
material they learn in the classroom can
be relevant in their future professions.

In Buffalo – which offers some career
education, though mostly a few classes
that count as electives, rather than com-
prehensive programs aligned to core sub-
ject areas – graduation rates stubbornly
hover around 50 percent.

At Essex County Vocation Technical
Schools in New Jersey, 96 percent of stu-
dents graduate from high school, many
also earning a professional license. About
88 percent of students go on to attend a
two- or four-year college. About eight per-
cent go straight from high school gradua-
tion to a job.

And that success comes with a stu-
dent body similar to the Buffalo Public
Schools. About 85 percent of Essex voca-
tionl students qualify for free or reduced-
priced lunch, the school system’s measure
of poverty. Its student body is almost en-
tirely minority students, many from high-
poverty urban areas such as Newark.

At Essex, students enroll in an all-inclu-
sive program that connects career skills
with core subjects. Students spend part of
their day taking traditional high school
courses and the rest in career classes that
range from nursing to engineering. Along
with teaching professional skills, career
instructors reinforce what students are
taught in other subjects – and that will be
included on state assessments.

That approach begins in classrooms
such as the one at Bloomfield Tech High
School outside of Newark, where Justin
Williams, 18, and Kevin Antoine, 17, hud-
dle over a triangular model of a building.

Too many young men their age al-
ready have given up on school, failing to
grasp that the classroom material will
benefit them in the future.

But these two young men see it differ-
ently as they wrap the model structure in
plastic wrap, a green-energy technique
used to cool buildings.

“It’s definitely an option,” Williams
said of the possibility of working in a
green-energy field. “This basically
broadens your horizons of what options

might be available.
“And there are a lot of jobs out there.”

T
enth-gradersDanielDumbard
andDuvonneFrails sitonaclass-
roomfloor, surroundedbyboxesof
plasticgears,wheelsandfunnels.

The object of the day’s lesson is simple:
Figure out how to move a ball from one
spot to another.

The students, however, must do this
using an unconventional method: They
must build robots.

The boys, dressed in shirts and ties,
exude the same comfort with the equip-
ment and electronic controls that most
students have with paper and pencils.

“It wasn’t that hard,” Frails said of
their creation of a robot with an arm that
tosses the ball.

Another group designed a robot that
carries the ball in a basket. One student
had his robot drop the ball through a fun-
nel, which he created using a 3-D printer.

The robotics program is one of the sig-
nature career programs at Newark Tech
High School, one of the four high schools
in the network of Essex County Vocation-

al Technical Schools. Each county in New
Jersey has a similar county-wide school
system that offers vocational programs
and operates independent of traditional
schools, although still as part of the pub-
lic school system.

The four high schools in Essex County
offer career programs that range from
automotive and welding to video produc-
tion and engineering.

The schools emphasize college, offer
advanced placement classes and use a
curriculum built around the Common
Core standards.

“When I went to school, they called
them shops,” said Frank Cocchiola Jr., the
interim superintendent. “Those technical
schools used to be 80 percent technical
and 20 percent academic. Now, I’d say
they’re 60-40.”

In ninth grade, students sample their
school’s different career offerings. They
then select one area to focus on during
their sophomore through senior years.

“That doesn’t mean you have to get
into the business,” Cocchiola said. “But
when you graduate your program you
have those skills, and maybe even a pro-
fessional license.”

And those professional courses rein-

force the standards students need to mas-
ter at each grade level.

In Robert Lorenzo’s robotics class, for
instance, students might measure a robot’s
movement or calculate the average time it
takes to pick up a ball. They can then use
those calculations to predict how long it
will take to move the ball from one point to
another. That applies academic concepts
such as distance, rotation and time.

That kind of integration lays the foun-
dation for students to be successful in a
variety of careers, from manufacturing to
engineering.

“I would say I’m more of a facilitator
than a lecturer,” Lorenzo said of his role
in the process. “You can see the kids put
their thoughts into action.”

O
n one level, the push for ca-
reer programs starts halfway
around the world in countries
such as India and China, where

education systems with a strong focus
on math and science fuel a competitive
threat to U.S. industries.

Business leaders have long said that
American schools do not adequately pre-
pare students for today’s high-tech, global
economy. Students leave high school, they
say, lacking critical thinking and prob-
lem-solving skills.

And while countries with large popu-
lations can afford to operate with tiered
education systems and still produce a
large number of capable workers, to com-
pete globally, the less populous United
States must ensure every child is pre-
pared to enter the workforce.

That means providing an adequate
education for all students, like the ones
growing up in Newark, where boarded
up buildings and littered streets just a
few miles from Newark Tech tell a story
of neighborhoods and childhoods mired
in poverty and violence.

At Newark Tech, senior Langston Tis-
dale II exudes the air of a rising young
executive, with his confident tone and big-
rimmed glasses. The hoodie and T-shirt
he wears serve as a reminder that he is
still just a teenager.

“When you hear ‘business,’ it really ap-
plies to everything,” he said. “Business is
the foundation of all careers in America.
It’s the foundation of a lot of things.”

When it came time to select a high
school, Tisdale, 17, looked into some of the

higher-performing options in the Newark
Public Schools. But even the best options
came with stories of fights, high drop-out
rates and poor academics.

“Those aren’t schools with the best
reputations,” he said.

Tisdale wanted better. He found out
about Newark Tech and decided to try its
career offerings.

Research consistently shows that
students who can make connections be-
tween what they learn in high school and
future careers are more likely to graduate.
One study by the Bill and Melinda Gates
Foundation reports that 81 percent of high
school drop-outs say that having relevant,
real-world opportunities would have kept
them in high school. Nationally, about 90
percent of students who participate in ca-
reer programs graduate from high school,
compared with about 75 percent overall.

In New York State, 84 percent of stu-
dents enrolled in career programs finish
high school, compared with 57 percent in
the state’s large urban school systems.

That realityhasencouragededucators
inotherpartsof thecountry tomakecareer
programsapriority.Yetprogress in that
areahasbeenslowinNewYork,despite
support fromsomeof thestate’s topeduca-
tion leaders.Thestate’s stringentgradua-
tionstandards,whichrequire students to
passfiveRegentsexamstoearnadiploma,
prohibitmanystudents–especially those
whoarebehindacademically– fromtaking
vocational classes. Stateeducation leaders
havepushed foryears tocreateacareer
pathwaysdiplomain lieuof theGlobal
StudiesRegents.TheBoardofRegentshas
yet toapprove thatoption.

The Buffalo schools offer some success-
ful career programs, notably the Emerson
School of Hospitality. But that school can’t
keep up with the demand, and each year
hundreds of students get turned away.

Meanwhile, at Newark Tech, Tisdale
mulls his options for the future.

Tisdale benefits from a stable family
life, including a father who holds a steady
job as a corrections officer.

The son’s ambitions are far greater.
“Middle class is nice,” he said. “But I

think I can do better.”

D
riving through the run-down
neighborhoods where many
of his students live, Bickram
Singh, the district’s supervisor

of program accountability, rattles off test
results for each of his schools. He cites
performance trends for subgroups of stu-
dents, and the best education practices
and strategies used to reach them.

“All of them are reading at a fifth- or
sixth-grade level when they come to us,”
Singh said. “These kids are coming in
way below grade level. It’s then up to the
school to get them up to speed by the time
they graduate a few years later.”

“We only have a few years to do this,”
he emphasized.

Singh is passionate about this work.
Where some educators see mounds of
data, state mandates and testing contro-
versies, he sees children. He talks fast,
and each sentence comes with a new data
byte or tidbit about the school system. He
eases the harshness of numbers with his
jovial air, exchanging pleasantries and
laughter with everyone from principals to
janitors as he tours the schools.

An immigrant from Guyana, with
family origins in India, Singh came to
New Jersey and through a connection got
a job teaching math and science in the Es-
sex Tech system.

His original plan was to absorb what
he learned here, take that knowledge
abroad and try to improve education in
other places. But Essex Tech had other
plans for him. He ultimately became a
supervisor at the district level, overseeing
data and accountability.

Singh orchestrated and now oversees
a data-tracking effort that employs peo-
ple from students themselves to district-
level supervisors. They all monitor data
and use it to assess students’ abilities and
target their weaknesses.

Students have access to their own in-
formation, adding a layer of oversight that
doesn’t exist in most schools. More often
than not, students hold teachers account-
able for posting grades and updating data.

Each school connects with a district-
level supervisor who looks for trends
within classrooms and even among
teachers. That information not only helps
target areas where groups of students
need help, but can drive professional de-
velopment for teachers. The district sup-
port team helps come up with strategies
to get students on the right track.

“There’s nothing hidden,” Singh said.
“We know exactly at any moment which
kids are struggling. The transparency
leads to accountability.”

The results of that work can be seen in
the classrooms throughout Essex Tech,
like thedigitalmediaclasswhereseniors
showSinghthemusicvideos theypro-
duced.

To them, this marks the culmination
of a semester spent learning to use tech-
nical skills like lighting and screen writ-
ing to produce movie trailers and televi-
sion commercials.

To Singh, it is the product of a much
greater effort.

“I always say, ‘Make complex things
simple,’ and this is not that complex,” he
said. “This, this is what schools should be.”

A
glass atrium juts out onto the
sidewalk, offering passers-by
a glimpse of what leaders here
consider the high school class-

room of the future.

Students in one corner discuss their
project on Shakespeare’s Hamlet. They
read the play and coordinate their own
literature circles to discuss the content.
The teacher may catch some of the dis-
cussion, but it’s also videotaped so it can
be evaluated later and used to provide
feedback.

Across the room a young man helps
his classmate with a calculus assignment.

They call it the Technology Enhanced
Active Learning Center – or TEAL Cen-
ter. It is the product of a $4 million state
grant to test out a place where students
work independently on projects.

Teachers in five core subject areas ro-
tate throughout the room, making them-
selves available if students have ques-
tions. They post their schedules on a wall
in advance so students know when they
can set up appointments.

But for the most part, students work
on their own or in small groups on longer-
term projects. The students must manage
their own schedules, setting aside time to
work with teachers and classmates and
communicating via email and Google
documents.

“Students have to take charge,” said
Denise Calimano, a Spanish teacher who
works in the center.

Newark Tech, where the TEAL Center
is located, selected 40 seniors as its initial
cohort to participate in the project. This
coming school year, they want to make it
available to another grade level.

For some, the newfound freedom was
not what they thought.

“At the beginning of the semester, I
thought I could just put things off and
wait,” said Alana Diomande, 18. “Then
the zeroes start popping in.”

Diomande learned to manage her
schedule more carefully. She also found
that her success or failure relied, to some
extent, on her classmates.

The skills Diomande learned in
the TEAL Center, combined with those
mastered in her health career courses,
give her a strong foundation for her
future.

That might be a career in medicine,
law enforcement or the military. Maybe
even working as a forensic scientist. She is
still trying to decide.

“I wake up with different ideas,” Dio-
mande said.

Diomande’s path is paved with options.

email: tlankes@buffnews.com

‘MIDDLE CLASS IS NICE. BUT I THINK I CAN DO BETTER’
SCHOOLS • from A1

Supervisor of Program Accountability Bickram Singh talks about how the district uses data
to tailor instruction to individual students.

Photos by Robert Kirkham/Buffalo News

Staff at Newark Tech reinforce college skills and aim to empower students to meet their full potential. Here, students work in a computer lab beneath a motivational message.

Bloomfield Tech junior Justin Williams focuses
on his model building that utilizes green energy.

Newark Tech Principal Oge Denis talks with students in the school’s Technology Enhanced Active
Learning (TEAL) Center, where students work independently to master their coursework.

Source: New Jersey State Department of Education and Essex County Vocational Technical Schools

About the series

How to Fix Buffalo’s Schools is an occasional series highlighting
urban schools across the country that have made outsized progress
on some of the seemingly intractable problems plaguing inner-city
schools. The successful schools were selected through statistical analy-
sis of data on academic performance and demographics. The schools
chosen are some of the best examples of successfully educating students
with backgrounds similar to those in the Buffalo Public Schools.

To read the first three parts of this series and for online-only features,
go to BuffaloNews.com/FixingSchools.

June22:In the Bronx, a school for at-risk boys helps minority
students succeed.
July13: In Brooklyn, a model for teaching immigrants.
July14: Buffalo’s Lafayette High School struggles to teach immigrants.

On the Web:
To see related
content from
the series, visit
BuffaloNews.com/
FixingSchools.

The Buffalo News is spotlighting the Essex County Vocational Technical Schools

because they have a similar demographic to the Buffalo Public Schools, yet consistently post

some of the highest graduation rates in New Jersey. The district is one of 21 vocational school

systems that exist in New Jersey, offering career-focused programs that allow students to

take vocational courses while earning a high school diploma. Although New York has the

regional Board of Cooperative Educational Services, which offers vocational training, BOCES

students are dually enrolled with traditional school districts, and BOCES does not have author-

ity to grant diplomas. The combined model used in New Jersey allows systems such as the Essex

Tech schools to better integrate career courses with core subjects. – Tiffany Lankes

Why Newark-area vocational schools were chosen

Essex County Vocational Technical Schools / By the numbers

of Essex Tech
students graduate
from high school

96%
of students qualify for
free or reduced-price
lunch

85%
of students go straight from
graduation to a job8%

of students attend
a 2- or 4-year college88%

Students in the technology center work
independently on projects.
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