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“It Takes a Village to Raise a Child”
By Stephen Mohney
This African proverb was adopted as the motto of The Bedford Village School / PS 3 two decades ago.  It aptly describes this historic institution’s mission over its nearly three centuries of service to the Bedford Village community, which grew to become part of Bedford-Stuyvesant.  Presently, it is experiencing a renaissance under the leadership of Principal Kristina Beecher, herself a child raised by the village.  She grew up in the neighborhood, was a student at the school, returned as a teacher and, later, became its Assistant Principal.  In 1999, she was selected to be its Principal.

New York City’s Department of Education rated the school an A for two consecutive years, in 2008 and 2009, in part because of student growth and achievement on state ELA and Math tests.  Additionally, parent and teacher satisfaction with Principal Beecher’s leadership and the school’s culture figured into this high rating.  Over the years, PS 3 has earned a reputation throughout Bedford-Stuyvesant and Crown Heights, which has made it a “school-of-choice”.
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Its story, however, goes nearly as far back as the history of Brooklyn itself.  PS 3/The Bedford Village School is the oldest public school “. . . in continuing and contiguous existence . . .” in New York City.[1]  In the mid-1600s, The Dutch West India Company and, later, Dutch settlers purchased land from the native Canarsees.  It was chartered as a town in the 1660s.  By then, its church had established a school.  It wasn’t until 1721, however, that the town acquired its own school, a one-room schoolhouse with an attached residence for its teacher.  Bedford remained a sleepy farming hamlet at an important crossroads (now Fulton Street and Bedford Avenue), until the early 1800s when bridge, road and rail construction made commuting easier and Brooklyn sprawled eastward.
Over the last 289 years, The Bedford Village School has been housed in several buildings within a stone’s throw of its present location.  Photos of earlier schoolhouses include a clapboard one-room school, which the Brooklyn Public Library claimed as its home – the first public library in Brooklyn – during its centennial celebration.
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                The last of The Bedford Village School’s one-room schoolhouses, home of the Brooklyn 

                 Public Library, abandoned in a field of corn. (Courtesy of the Brooklyn Public Library)

In 1843, the City of Brooklyn took over the school and named it Public School 3.  A two-story wooden structure was built to replace the one-room schoolhouse in 1851.  It was located at the corner of Bedford and Jefferson Avenues, and remained there through the mid-1900s, later as an “annex” to its own replacement due to unanticipated population growth. 

[image: image3.jpg]



               The Bedford Village School, built in 1851. (Courtesy of the Brooklyn Public Library)
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                     The “Annex’, during the early 1940s. (Courtesy of the Brooklyn Public Library)
That 1891 building, a magnificent Romanesque Revival K-8 schoolhouse, was designed by James W. Naughton.  He was also the architect of Boys High School and Girls High School, built during the same period.  It faced Hancock Street at Spencer Place, on the same block.  
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                                                PS 3’s 1891 schoolhouse. 
                                                    (Courtesy of the Brooklyn Public Library)
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Architect’s rendering of the present PS 3/The Bedford Village School, which opened in 1949.                                                        (Courtesy of the Brooklyn Public Library)
Both buildings were torn down once the present schoolhouse, facing Jefferson Avenue, opened  

in 1949.  It was then renamed The Bedford Village School / PS 3 and continues to be a historic landmark in this Bedford-Stuyvesant neighborhood. 

Today it is a PreKindergarten-Fifth grade school, with an enrollment of approximately 650 students.  Unlike surrounding elementary schools, its enrollment has increased in recent years and it is now the largest elementary school in Community School District 13.  To account for this Principal Beecher points out many factors that have contributed to PS 3’s recent success and reputation:  curriculum and school development; commitment to the Arts; city-as-a-school class field trips; community support; and, a spirited staff of committed and creative educators, one-third of whom have more than 20 years teaching experience.  
PS 3’s website states, “Student academic achievement through project-learning takes place in a standards-based core curriculum of English Language Arts, Mathematics, Social Studies, and Science integrated with Arts, Technology, and Physical/Health Education.”  It has a Gifted and Talented class on each grade, K-5.  To serve its recent immigrant population, it offers English Language Learner instruction.    

Since 1990, PS 3 has been on the forefront of educational reform in New York City.  In fact, years before charter schools became synonymous with “school reform”, PS 3 proved that systemic change can be made to happen in public schools.  Then the Board of Education and federal government believed it could be possible, as well; back then they had the will and imagination to try it and support it.  The BOE’s Office of School Reform was established to assist participating schools in navigating the bureaucracy to gain control of their federally allocated Title 1 funds.  This initiative was called School-Wide Projects.  Administrators, teachers and parents developed innovative plans to spend the money on programs that would benefit all students.  Decision-making was shared; school-based management was implemented.  They re-designed a school that continues to adhere to those principles and pedagogy, to this day. 
As a result of these reform initiatives it became eligible for and was awarded grants from the DeWitt-Wallace/Readers’ Digest Fund for Library enhancement and the Annenberg Challenge for Arts Education for Arts development.  It soon became NYC’s model Comer School, based on James Comer’s School Development Project out of Yale University.   
PS 3 is distinguished by its sustained commitment to the Arts, a reason cited by many parents to enroll their children in the school.  Three full-time arts teachers and one part-time arts coordinator provide instruction in music, theater and the visual arts.  After school programs they lead include the Bedford Village Ensemble, Art Club, Thespian Society, and Photography/Computer Graphics Group.  Teaching artists from its arts-in-education partners Education Through Music, the Orchestra of St. Luke's (OSL), Forces of Nature Dance and Theater Company, and the Museum of Contemporary African Diasporan Arts (MoCADA) and museum educators from The Morgan Library and Museum and the Museum of Modern Art also provide arts instruction to its students and professional development to its teachers.  
Assembly and Town Hall performances provide opportunities for all students to weekly participate in or experience music, dance and choral speaking.  Annual student performances commemorate The Day of the African Child (the June 16th, 1976 Soweto uprising), Juneteenth, and African-American History Month.  There is an annual musical theater performance; a Family Day at the Brooklyn Museum (sponsored by OSL); and, an exhibition of student computer-generated graphic arts at MoCADA. 
All classroom teachers and other curriculum specialists also provide arts experiences for students throughout the year that may include, among other things, opportunities to: write creatively and make books; draw and/or illustrate their writing, reports, experiences and concepts; design and color tessellation patterns in math using geometric shapes; create artwork after being immersed in the study of other cultures through social studies and literature; take photos and videos with digital cameras, and then use computers to edit images and make movies; create computer-generated artwork, graphic design and multimedia presentations; fold and decorate large origami crowns for the Three Kings Day Parade; participate in productions that usually involve singing, playing instruments, dancing and scenery design; and, respond to visual and performing arts presentations of others.     
Field trips are an integral part of instruction for all grades.  The school treasures this unique and cultured city as a classroom.  Classes visit various museums, science centers, farms, historic homes and landmarks, and city parks and gardens to augment student learning.  They travel to concert halls to attend classical music concerts, dance performances and plays.  After school programs include:  extended day programs for academic test preparation; first grade reading intervention, with volunteers from Bedford Academy High School; ELL academic and visual arts instruction; Boys and Girls Group; Peer Mediation; Newspaper Group; a Karate Club; and, Basketball and Soccer teams.
In recent years, it received NYC Council and Borough President grants for the improvement of science and technology instruction, and to outfit its auditorium with new light and sound systems.  It established a weather station on the school’s roof.  It streams current weather conditions through Mr. Cain’s Science and Weather link on the school’s website.  This year the Rainforest Alliance received a grant from the Brooklyn Community Foundation to implement a school-wide environmental education curriculum at PS 3.  Cornell University’s Cooperative Extension donates instructional material to foster science education.  Some teachers regularly receive grants from Donor’s Choose.  
In this age of “Fair Student Funding”, senior teachers who have taught more than 23 years are often considered pariahs on a school’s budget.  After all, getting rid of one senior teacher could buy nearly two and one/half new teachers.  PS 3 has many senior teachers and Principal Beecher treasures their knowledge, experience and abilities.  
Librarian Susan Dowling, for one, has taught at PS 3 for 40 years.  She began her career there.  During twenty of them she was a classroom teacher; however, for the last twenty years she has worked passionately to create a magnificent Library replete with the best of contemporary children’s literature and curriculum-related non-fiction books.  Students borrow books twice-a-day.  She participated in the transformation of the school, along with Beverly Salmonese, another 40-year veteran, whose expertise lends professional development and fiscal management support to the school.
PS 3 has an active Parent-Teacher Association, which promotes home-school communications and relationships, parental involvement, and school development.  This year, under the leadership of its President, Monique Ngozi Nri, the PTA has held fundraisers for the Arts, parent engagement efforts, and established both a website for the PTA and Facebook page for the school, in an effort to increase parent, alumni and community involvement and support for unfunded school programs, due to DOE budget cuts.  Community-based Partnership With Children helps its CARE Team and provides counseling, crisis-intervention, peer-mediation, and conflict resolution services.  NYC’s Department of Health operates an in-school Health Clinic. 
On the school’s website, schools.nyc.gov/SchoolPortals/13/K003, there is a calendar of up-coming events, links to teachers’ and the PTA’s websites, and its monthly newsletter, Mosaic Times,
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