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Park Place
School:Mustering Private

Resources to Help

Struggling Inner-City Children, and 

Returning  Them to the Public Schools

as Successful Students 



Many public-school officials take a jaundiced view of private providers help-

ing with the task of public education.However, a remarkable private school

in inner-city Norfolk, Virginia—a school deserving of being a national

model—shows that a private, non-profit organization can be a great help to public

schools, and to the children who attend them.

Operating in modest quarters in donated church property, Park Place School accepts

third-grade children who are struggling terribly in their public schools, systematically

instills in them the basic skills of literacy, and returns them to their public schools by the

sixth grade when they are achieving at or above grade level in reading and math.

These children from low-income homes are considered to be learning-disabled but

their diagnostic test scores are not quite low enough to qualify them for special educa-

tion within the public schools. Without Park Place’s help, they would fall through the

cracks and very likely become dropouts.

In partnership with the National Institute for Learning Disabilities, Park Place School

operates on the principle that learning disabilities can be mitigated via science-based

techniques designed to stimulate cognitive and perceptual functioning.Through educa-

tional therapy and regular classroom instruction, students learn to overcome their

disabilities rather than merely coping with them.

The success of private citizens in raising enough money to start Park Place and to keep

it going is inspirational. However, in view of its proven ability to assist public education by

rescuing needy children, it could be an ideal model for greater public-private cooperation.

Opening charter schools on the Park Place model—not just in Norfolk and Virginia but

throughout the nation—is an option education policy-makers would be wise to consider.

Details follow.

Lexington Institute2

E X E C U T I V E  S U M M A R Y     L E X I N G T O N  I N S T I T U T E     D E C E M B E R  2 0 0 4

B Y  R O B E R T  H O L L A N D

Park Place
School:

Park Place
School: Mustering Private

Resources to Help

Struggling Inner-City Children, and 

Returning  Them to the Public Schools

as Successful Students 



Lexington Institute 3

D E C E M B E R  2 0 0 4

B Y  R O B E R T  H O L L A N D

Park Place
School:

Park Place
School: Mustering Private

Resources to Help

Struggling Inner-City Children, and 

Returning  Them to the Public Schools

as Successful Students 



Lexington Institute4
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The Need 
The Group Educational Therapy Project
addresses the needs of third and fourth grade
students with learning disabilities that require a
specialized education consisting of Group
Educational Therapy, one-on-one individualized
attention, and a small classroom setting. These
are students who currently do not qualify for
services in the public school system.

Park Place School addresses the problem by pro-
viding Group Educational Therapy along with
elementary-school curriculum in a small class-
room setting that allows for increased
individualized attention.

The Method
The Group Educational Therapy uses these
building blocks for successful intervention:

■ Deficit-Stimulation: The focus is strengthening
the skills that are causing a student difficulty
rather than finding ways to compensate and
work around them.

■ Skill Oriented: Work on a specific subject area
to improve basic learning skills so that stu-
dents can learn and retain content on his/her
own.

■ Attention: Focus on teacher’s voice

■ Auditory Comprehension/memory: Accurately
hear and remember what the teacher is say-
ing

■ Decoding and Visual Discrimination/Memory:
Read any visual information given on the
chalk board or transparencies

■ Analysis: Understand the main points of what
is being said

■ Synthesis: Decide the significant information
to be recorded

■ Encoding/Visual Memory: Remember how to
spell the words being recorded

■ Visual-Motor Coordination: Record informa-
tion legibly

■ Spatial Organization: Record information in an
orderly fashion

In Group Educational Therapy, which is adminis-
tered twice a week, one therapist works with
four students. Small classroom settings have one
teacher per eight students.

What is Unique about Park Place School?
Park Place School is unique because it provides a
specialized education to learning-disabled chil-
dren who come from families earning below the
poverty line. It helps nurture the innate
strengths of learning-disabled students and
ensures that their gifts are kept alive while their
weaknesses are stimulated. Another unique
quality of this program is that even though it is a
3-year intervention and students return to the
public school system, the school offers them the
opportunity to come back for therapy two after-
noons a week so that they can continue to build
their social skills while enhancing the educa-
tional techniques that they developed while at
Park Place School.
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The mere mention of private

providers assisting with a commu-

nity’s task of educating all children

sends shivers down the spines of

many leaders of public education.

They fear wholesale privatization, cut-throat com-

petition, a diminution of public support, loss of

jobs, and in general the start of a slide down a 

slippery slope.

A remarkable private school in an inner-city 

neighborhood of Norfolk goes a long way toward

showing that private non-profit organizations can

help, not hurt, public schools and, most impor-

tantly, the children who attend them.

Since opening in 2000 in donated church prop-

erty on West 35th Street, Park Place School has

accepted third- and fourth-grade children who

were struggling terribly in their public schools to

master fundamental skills. These are pupils from

low-income families who are considered to be

learning-disabled but whose diagnostic test

scores are not quite low enough to qualify them

for special education within the public system.

Park Place has given these children intense 

individualized Group Educational Therapy and

small-group classroom instruction with the 

objective of bringing them fully up to grade-level

or above in the basic skills of literacy and math

and then returning them to their public schools

at the sixth grade.

Last year, the initial class of 16 children completed

three years at Park Place and made the transition

back into public middle schools. All tested at or

above a sixth-grade level in reading and math.

Four of these students were able to improve by

four grade levels in two years in all subject areas.

The remainder of the students were able to

increase by four grade levels in the three-year

period they attended Park Place School.

Making a Difference
“This is our niche,” says Park Place School board

chairman Jack Howell, the pastor of Trinity

Presbyterian Church.“We believe that a learning

disability can be mitigated.We are not teaching

‘coping skills.’We are intervening to make a

change.”

At the same time, Howell insists that Park Place

School is trying to supplement what the public

schools do, not supplant it. The Norfolk Public

Schools, he said, have done good work for regular

special-education and gifted students, and Park

Place School is reaching the students who are

falling through the cracks.

Park Place works in partnership with the Norfolk-

headquartered National Institute for Learning

Disabilities (NILD), an organization that was estab-

lished in 1982 to help schools use therapeutic

techniques enabling students with specific learn-

ing disabilities to concentrate their cognitive

powers on mastering discrete skills. NILD trains

educators in methods of intervention designed to

stimulate cognitive and perceptual functioning,

with the goal of enabling learning-disabled indi-

viduals to become independent learners. More

than 1,500 trained therapists offer the NILD pro-

grams across the United States and in 46 other

nations.

All of the students were able to increase by four
grade levels within the three-year period they
attended Park Place School.

“I have so much 
I could say about

this school.
This school is 

to me a 
miracle.”
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Park Place School operates within the Judeo-

Christian tradition; however, there is no separate

Bible class and prayer is voluntary. In qualifying for a

Community Development Block Grant, which sup-

plements their private donations and grant awards,

Park Place officials satisfied government require-

ments that religion not be forced on anyone.

By watching Cynthia Hartung, one of the school’s

therapists, work with four children during one of

the 80-minute sessions, a visitor begins to appreci-

ate the thoroughness of the educational approach.

Under Ms. Hartung’s direction, students use a

buzzer to tap out words using Morse Code, break

down the word by syllables, dissect a word accord-

ing to its phonetic blendings, discuss its meaning,

give examples of correct usage of the word, write a

sentence while taking care to start with a capital

letter and indent for a paragraph. The five core

techniques of the NILD therapy program are

Rhythmic Writing, Blue Book, Buzzer, Dictation and

Copy, and Mental Math.

The sessions oblige children to pay very close

attention to their teacher’s voice and stay focused

on their tasks. Students must accurately hear and

remember what the teacher has said. Rather than

finding ways to compensate and work around

skills that are giving a child problems, this

approach takes on the deficit frontally and seeks 

to overcome it.

Mental Push-Ups
Teacher Ken Dahm sees a parallel with athletic

training:“We stimulate their deficiencies, the same

way a physical trainer would.You tell the trainer, ‘I

can’t do pushups,’ and he says “we’re doing more

pushups—do more pushups.”

Dahm says he has a tender place in his heart for

inner-city kids, but quickly adds his role frequently

is to be the tough taskmaster because “sometimes

being kind and being nice is not being nice. Lots 

of these students really need discipline.They need to

learn that certain decisions have consequences and

they’re doing that.They’re learning strategies for life.”

The sessions oblige children to pay very close attention to their teacher’s voice and

stay focused on their tasks. Students must accurately hear and remember what the

teacher has said. Rather than finding ways to compensate and work around skills that

are giving a child problems, this approach takes on the deficit frontally and seeks to

overcome it.
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In addition to the 80 minutes of small-group edu-

cational therapy twice a week, Park Place provides

its students the standard daily elementary-school

curriculum. The school also has inaugurated an

after-school program—90 minutes, four times a

week—concentrating on the Virginia Standards of

Learning in order to be sure the public school sys-

tem’s need for accountability is satisfied. Students

who have returned to public school also are wel-

come back for daily after-school study.

In the ‘Project 
Rebound’ Tradition
Park Place School had its genesis in a successful

pilot project in 1996-99 called Project Rebound,

which was run by Urban Discovery Ministries

(UDM), a Christian outreach. Because of the alarm-

ing rate at which children were dropping out of

school, UDM asked NILD to become involved.

Norfolk Christian Schools were also a partner. The

project initially assisted nine middle-school chil-

dren, who improved their test scores by 20

percentage points in the core subjects of reading,

spelling, and math. Several scored several grade

levels ahead in mathematics.

All of the Project Rebound youngsters now are in

high school, working on grade level and on track

to graduate on time, or have graduated. Two for-

mer students began their freshman year in college

during the 2003-04 academic year.

According to an internal document at Park Place

School: “The three years of intervention these stu-

dents received caused a complete turn-around in

their lives. …They have been empowered to 

excel and take a new interest in school, something

they felt incapable of doing before attending

the program.”

The success of this pilot project (on which then-

Governor George Allen bestowed the 1996

Governor’s Partnership in Education Award) con-

vinced a quartet of Norfolk’s education-minded

civic leaders to get behind a permanent school

that could intervene to turn children toward

school success. The founders were Michael Fariss,

CEO of Urban Discovery Ministries; Captain William

Cofer, president of the Virginia Pilot Association; Dr.

Kathleen Hopkins, executive director of the NILD;

and Margo Taylor, NILD board member and a com-

munity leader.

“The results were so unbelievably good that we

thought we should continue pursuing something

along this line,” Captain Cofer recalled. He said the

citizens approached the school board about apply-

“We had no money—not one dime in the bank.

But we had something that worked. It has been so

exciting to see the community embrace us.”
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ing for a publicly funded charter school to con-

tinue the work, but were rebuffed. So they decided

to take the case to the community. “We had no

money – not one dime in the bank. But we had

something that worked. It has been so exciting to

see the community embrace us.”

The Community’s 
Generous Spirit
Appeals to the community raised $275,000 to ren-

ovate third-and-fourth floor space generously

donated by Park Place United Methodist Church

—converting it into classrooms, therapy rooms, a

computer lab, library, lunchroom, and administra-

tive offices. Individuals, foundations, and

corporations chipped in. Not least in importance,

the inner-city neighborhood greeted the project

enthusiastically and embraced it.

Park Place now operates on an annual budget of

just under $250,000, more than half of which

comes from individuals, corporations, foundations,

and churches. The prestigious Norfolk Foundation

recently provided a three-year grant in the

amount of $50,000 as funding for the Group

Educational Therapy program at the school.

The first students to go through Park Place were

part of what Howell calls a “highly cost-intensive

model” that entailed therapists working with one

child at a time. That pushed per-pupil costs as high

as $19,800, a level that was unsustainable and

untenable in approaching donors, he said. Working

with NILD, the school now is piloting the group

approach to educational therapy that cut costs to

$10,400 per child.

As the track record of successful intervention has

grown, so have the hopes of Park Place’s support-

ers that they not only can grow in Norfolk but also

As the track record of successful intervention has grown,

so have the hopes of Park Place’s supporters that they 

not only can grow in Norfolk but also help other communities 

initiate group educational therapy within their schools.
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help other communities initiate group educational

therapy within their schools. Whether charter

schools or some other approach would be the

best vehicle, the desirability of intervening in the

early grades with children identified as learning

disabled is beyond much dispute.

The Need for Early
Intervention
Most children who acquire an LD label by the

third grade still have it in the ninth grade. They

often exhibit confusion, self-doubt, and loneliness,

and, in frustration, may stop trying, behave badly,

and in many cases drop out of school. Sometimes

parents and teachers may become frustrated

themselves. While children with learning disabilities

often excel in the arts and athletics, or show enor-

mous promise in mathematics, engineering, and

science, their problems take center stage while their

strengths are barely acknowledged, if at all.

Captain Cofer can identify with the children and

their families:“When I was in the fourth grade, I had

a learning disability. My parents were well off

enough to get help for me. I often wondered what

life would have been like without that help.”

In seeking to ensure that less fortunate families

have an equivalent opportunity, Cofer admits to

sometimes being “frustrated” that public-school

bureaucracies are standoffish in the face of small-

scale demonstrated successes for children.“It is

frustrating,” he commented,“that all systems get so

big that it is difficult to have the vision to realize

that there are effective ways to teach kids that are

not traditional.”

The good news is that Park Place continues to

demonstrate that with appropriate intervention

starting in third grade these children can acquire

the skills of literacy they need to do grade-level

work, or better, through secondary school.

Parents Praise 
the Progress
When Annie Richards talks about what this school

has done for her son Drashawn, she has trouble

holding her tears back.“I have so much I could say

about this school. This school is to me a miracle. . . I

never thought he would make it to the sixth grade.

He was second highest student (at Park Place). . . He

was on the Honor Roll from the beginning.”

Ms. Richards recalled that her son had gone to four

different local public schools and “each one

wanted to categorize him as being special educa-

tion. They wanted to put him in special ed classes

but I refused to do it.” She feels her son was well

on the way to becoming just another dropout sta-

tistic until he was referred to Park Place School.
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What to explain the difference this school made? In

Drashawn’s own words,“They pay attention to us.”

Donessa Arrapi said her daughter Cleo “had read-

ing issues and I didn’t know where else to turn. We

had done all the other programs, she had the IEPs

(Individualized Education Plan), and they put her

off and said she was ‘average.’We had nowhere to

turn. I heard about Park Place School from a friend

and it was a godsend.”

Cleo’s grades “skyrocketed,” and Ms. Arrapi is

equally grateful for the strong sense of right and

wrong that is part of the school’s Judeo-Christian

ethic.“I can’t tell you how much that meant to us,”

she said,“because that’s where we stand.”

Surely there are lessons for the larger education

world to learn from this little faith-based school

where educational techniques that work are 

practiced. ■

“This is our niche,” says Park Place School board chairman

Jack Howell, the pastor of Trinity Presbyterian Church.“We

believe that a learning disability can be mitigated. We are not

teaching ‘coping skills.’ We are intervening to make a change.”

Drawings by Park Place School students.
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