n alternative school in Wil-

lowbrook that helped turn

scores of potential dropouts

into intermediate-school grad-

uates will close its doors for
good on June 28.

Federal funding has dried up for ELITE,
an alternative school for eighth-graders
that opened at the Elizabeth Connelly Cen-
ter in Willowbrook in April 1993. Staten
Island school officials aren’t seeking re-
newal of the
$800,000-a-year
grant from the U.S.
Education Depart-
ment.

Critics say Island
school officials are
turning their backs
on a valuable pro-
gram that served 78
teen-agers, many of
whom were once
hard-core truants
and potential drop-
outs. ELITE gradu-
ated 28 of its 36 stu-
dents last year; 85
percent of the 50 stu-
dents are expected
to graduate at the
end of the month.

School officials
say they aren’t ne-
glecting the program. They say the district
is going after $1 million in federal money
to set up one class for troubled students
and an after-school program in each of the
Island’s 10 intermediate schools. The Edu-
cation Department hasn’t reviewed the ap-
plication.

Successful
alternative
school
closing
on

June 28

when the school hadn't opened, Mrs. Popp
accused Cugini of dragging his heels.
In the two weeks that followed, Cugini
assembled staff and students at the Wil-
lowbrook® site. The school opened in mid-
April without permanent teachers, com-
plete sets of textbooks and other supplies.
The school year ended two months after
it began last year, so the district wasn't able
to use all of its ELITE allocation. Cugini
rolled the remaining $300,000 into a sum-
mer program. Ac-
cording to Camer-
lengo, half the
money paid for sum-
mer classes last year
and the remaining
half will go to pro-
grams this year He
said the summer

. classes served hun-
dreds of students
from all over the dis-
trict who had failed
subjects in sixth,
seventh and eighth
grades.

“We tried to turn a
negative into a posi-
tive and use the
rollover,” said
Camerlengo.

. Cugini’s brother,

Joseph, oversaw the
summer and after-school programs, which
were bigger than ever because of the
ELITE funding.

The bolstering of summer classes-led to
more complaints by ELITE planners. They
said the money did not go for direct ser-
vices for children be-

“We want to take
the ELITE philoso-
phy and move it to
10 different
schools,” said Pat
Camerlengo, an as-
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cause the district had
hired too many su-
pervisors, one for
every four teachers,.

Mrs. Popp said the
district’s new plan is
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sistant to Superin-
tendent Christy Cugini.

But the decision to close the Willowbrook
school has infuriated founders of ELITE,
who say the superintendent “butchered”
the concept and never showed commit-
ment to the alternative school.

ELITE opened in April 1993 in the throes
of controversy. Federal money came to
Staten Island in August 1992 when a school
board committee chaired by former mem-
ber Lilian Popp submitted a plan for the

alternative school. Eight months later

far removed from the
original concept.

“The philosophy of the program was not
to leave the kids in the school where they .
were having trouble. The idea was to give*
kids a school with its own identity, and not.-
make them face failure again and again in_
the same schools,” said Mrs. Popp.

Camerlengo defended the proposal, say-
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