- adminisirator takes charge
- of experimental academy

‘By JAMIE STIEHM
BURBTAFF

he school day begins with
apel on g bright moming in
orth. Baltimore. Mary R. Nichot-
nne. & month Mto ‘her role as

rincipal, greets each of the arriv-

ingchildren witha hug.

‘Good morning, HOPE Acade-
-my;&says-the pastor; P. M. Smith,
stresslng egch syllable, “How are
wetoday?”

“The chorus from tbe small
voicesin the pewsis “Excelient!”

-Then Nicholsonne gets up to

gk, In 32 yearsin the ¢ity’s pub-

sehools, she climbed o the

- heights of the school system and
Tetired . in January &s the third-
ranking associate superintendent.
_“Now she is baek at work, bul a
long way from running a large bu-
reaucracy. She stands face ta face
with 53 children, ages 4 10 8, star-
ing at her solemniy with no layvers

-ofmanagement between then.

~The Ballimore-born -Nichal-

-sonne, 59, said she chose to lead

this educational experiment, in-

- Spired by Booker T. Washington's

“Tuskegee Institute in Alabama,

‘because she believes that old-
{ashioned religion can make all the
difference to todsy's children. The
Tuskegee Institute, built by for
mer slaves, emphasized strength-
eningthe blackcommunity.

“Thig is & beautifui day,” she

- 58id to her charges. "Who has
made this day?" Their response
eomes In & song “This is the day
the Lord has made.”

Thenthey hear the word for the
day: respect, or R-EBPECT.
The pastor Lelis the pupils, “The
Test of the day, I want you o &o
something to show your teacher —
Mrs. Dixon, Mes. Ellwood ms
Handy— that vou respect her.”

: The atmospiere is upbeat here
at HOPE (Helping Qur People Ex-
celj Academy, a private church-af-
fliated sehool that started a year
&g0 in the Sunday school cless
roams of United Church of Christ
&t 5701 York Road. The girls wear
saddle shoes with thelr plaid

resges, “gng boys
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Called to teach: Mary R. Nicholsonre, principal of HOPE Academy,
reqds with kindergariner Brangon Fiowers.

wear ties with their yellow shirts
and green siaeks. ¥o tennis shoes
are allowed.

*1 couldn’t begin the day openly
with songs of praise,” Nicholsonne

said of her years as principal of

Harford Heighis, an elementary
schoot with 2,080 students. "As a
public sehool servant, I could not
dizthat,

1 en;occd every moment of my
32 vears,” she added. “And I be-
iievein public eduestion.”

» But not even a recent offer io

return as the schoul system's ahief

academic officer cowld iear her
sway from her new e,

Something akin to & personat
renzissance is happer .mg nere.
Her work is not just a fob, she sald:
“Isee it more asamission.”

"The Baptist in her ls integrated
with the teacher.

I¥'s up to Nicholsonne 10 make
this sehool suceeed, io make it
grow from its current stze of three
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clusses — pre-Kindergarten, kin-
dergarien and first grade - into g
full-ledged academy. Tuilion is
$3.000, & fnancial saerifice for
some families, but her salary is
fess than haif the $95,000 she com-
manded at North Avenue.

“We can't pay you what youre
worth,” Smith {old her when they
talked about her terms in Auguast,

Giiven a choice between leaving
o system with 100,000 students
and joining a sehool with 53 young-
sters, Nicholsonne knew her direc-
tion. “God revealed this,” she said.

As superintendent, “I didn't
have that personal touch. Here, {

~really impact the lives of children

—oneat atime,” she said.

Going from class {0 class, she.
suid, "I've heen here four weeks,
and 1knoweverybody.”

As head teacher, Nicholsonne
accasionally jurnps in and {eaches.
paris «f the curriculum, HOPE
Acaderny uses the Calvert curricy-
lum, which she praises for its
“structured, step-by-step lessons,
with 2'body of content all children
must know.”

“At some point we got away
from that” in many public schools,
she said.

Combining tnar with hugs, Bi-
ble verses and uniforms, she said, -
is & superb chemistry for building
characterin children. :

She recalls from growing up in
Raltimore that her elementary
sehool” bad - some of those ele-
ments. :

“When I went t sehool, we had
prayers and Bible verses,” she
said. That was before the 1963 Su-
preme Court decision banning
prayer in public schools.

To hear Smith {ell the tale, Ni-
cholsonne was "an answer to g
prayer,” When he was searching
for a principal during the summer,
he uaid, “She gave us several
names. They turnad us down.”

Another eali came from Nichol-
wonge. “1 have another name,” she.
told him, “if you will consider it.” it
was herown,

“1 almost fell cut of the chal
ne said,

The next day, the grandmoihey
who thought she had retired re-
parted for work. “1 keep saying,
Tm going $¢ go home early to-
day. * Nicholsonne zaid, “Then I
don't.”
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