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It sits on some of the poorest soil in Delaware, a hard, dusty loop of land where the flowers and vegetables in the small garden plots outside struggle to produce. 

Inside the small school, the desks don't match. The hallways are narrow. The principal has to share his cramped office with another staff member. 

But in an appearances-are-deceiving triumph, Eastside Charter School in Wilmington has outdone every school in the state this year, maybe in the history of standardized testing in Delaware. 

Every third-grader at Eastside - 88 percent of whom come from low-income families - passed the state's standardized performance tests in both math and reading, according to scores announced in mid-July. 

"It's definitely a success story," said Nancy Wilson, who heads the curriculum and instructional improvement branch of the state Department of Education. 

"It's like the little engine that could," said Audrey Helfman, a professor at the University of Delaware and a board member at the school. 

Third-grade teacher Christine Chaney recalled how the staff crowded around the computer the morning the Department of Education posted student scores on its Web site. 

"When we saw them, I was, like, screaming," said Chaney, who moved from the Baltimore public school system to teach at Eastside. 

Except for small parties that Chaney and a group of school volunteers from The Monday Club gave the third-graders, there has been little public fanfare to mark the success at the Thatcher Avenue school. 

And the two students, Jameere Tyler and Eric Comeger, both 9, who scored fives on the state tests aren't particularly impressed with themselves. They received blue certificates from state Secretary of Education Valerie Woodruff, sent to all students who score in that distinguished category. 

When asked if he knew what the secretary did, Eric, after a moment of thought, said that she probably made sure everybody had the right supplies. 

After he and Jameere were told that the education secretary is in charge of all public and charter schools in Delaware, Jameere said, "I guess we're kind of lucky to get a certificate signed by her herself." 

Eastside has only 16 third-graders and 126 students altogether in its preschool-through-fifth grade classes. But that's the point. 

"We are supposed to be a lab," principal Will Robinson said. 

Charter schools, as envisioned by the legislators that created them in Delaware, are supposed to be models from which public school systems can draw lessons and innovations. 

"You can't just crowd a lot of people in the same place with a lot of the same problems," Robinson said of Eastside's commitment to disadvantaged children. "The problems perpetuate themselves." 

There are three charter schools on Thatcher, an asphalt strip running through the Eastlake section of Wilmington. It was here in "the bucket," named after the shape of the most notorious housing project among several there, that crack cocaine reigned for years. 

Eastside was opened in 1997 in the same three undistinguished brick buildings it still leases from the Wilmington Housing Authority, which after years of trying to redeem the neighborhood, leveled it. 

The two nearby charter schools, Marion T. Academy and The Edison School, posted some of the lowest third-grade scores in the state, as did some public schools where the majority of students are black and Hispanic youngsters from disadvantaged backgrounds. 

This is the second time, though, that 100 percent of Chaney's third-graders have met the state standard in math. The first time was in 2000. An analysis of past test data by The News Journal turned up only one other case of all students in a class meeting state standards in two subjects: a gifted class last year in the Brandywine School District. 

Small classes and a small school overall are the keys to Eastside's success, according to its staff and others familiar with the school. 

"When it's a small school like this, you become a family," said Eric Ford, a fifth-grade teacher. "It's almost like a small church. You can't hide like you can in a big cathedral." 

The close ties are obvious. Robinson said he has been inside the home of each student at least once. Moving through the crowded hallways one morning this week, he suddenly stopped, lifting a pint-sized first-grader up by his shoulders until their faces were even. 

"Isaiah, where were you yesterday?" Robinson asked, wanting to know why the little boy was absent. 

Peter Wenigmann, director of the lower school at Wilmington Friends School, one of the city's most prestigious educational institutions, serves on the board at Eastside. 

"The faculty's so clearly dedicated to knowing the kids as individuals and demonstrating that they really care for them," Wenigmann said. "I think that supports ... their growth and development." 

At Eastside, youngsters stay in school 11 months of the year, another of the critical factors in its success, many believe. Their last day of school is today. In the fall, Eastside will have a sixth grade for the first time but doesn't have plans to expand beyond that or beyond its classroom size of 16. 

Helfman, who teaches leadership at UD, said Eastside doesn't want to make the same mistakes other charters and many businesses make by expanding too fast. 

Robinson said he believes much of the school's success can be laid to its curriculum, a direct instruction method that relies heavily on phonics and tightly scripted lessons that he and others working throughout the country with low-income children say is especially successful with such students, who often have little in the way of early literacy training. 

The school has had full-day kindergarten from the beginning and, this year, began full-day preschool for 4-year-olds. 

The staff, though, may explain much of Eastside's success. 

Teachers are expected to make extraordinary commitments that have them working well beyond 3 p.m. each day, tutoring children who often stay until 6 p.m., when the school finally closes its doors. For test preparation, the teachers ran Saturday classes. 

"I let them know upfront," Robinson said of his prospective teachers, "this is not a normal school day, where you can just expect to come in at 8:40 a.m. and leave at 3 p.m." 

