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ST. LOUIS  • The nine of them left the auditorium of McKinley Classical Leadership Academy on Thursday and gathered on the 

front steps of their school, relishing this moment and the adrenaline that would only come once — at their high school graduation. 

Their tassels were on the left. They posed — but not necessarily held still — for a photo. And then suddenly, all nine threw their black 

mortarboards into the air. One landed in the bushes. 

"You're kidding me," laughed Christopher Jones, the salutatorian, looking over the rail for his cap. 

For the last four years, the new graduates have been pioneers, setting the tone at McKinley Classical Leadership Academy, a school 

trying to give an elite education to gifted students in the struggling St. Louis School District. The high school grew out of the middle 

school with a similar name in the same building at 2156 Russell Boulevard. 

As the nine moved through high school, they had to distinguish themselves from the middle school. They organized the first prom. 

They started a debate team. With juniors, they painted the third-floor hallway blue. And Thursday, they became the first to graduate. 

This final milestone was an essential ingredient to make McKinley feel more like a high school, Principal Earl Williams said. "Now 

we have a four-year institution." 

The high school at McKinley began in 2007 at the direction of then-Superintendent Diana Bourisaw, who was responding to the 

demand from parents for another high-performing high school in the failing public school system. 

More students were applying for the city's top high school — Metro Academic and Classical High School — than that school could 

accept. Metro is a college prep magnet school that outperforms most other public high schools in Missouri on standardized tests and 

college entrance exams. 

For years, parents seeking a high-level education within St. Louis Public Schools have attempted to get their children on a track that 

began at Kennard Elementary and then McKinley middle school — both of which admitted only gifted children. Parents who wanted 

an intensive college prep high school education for their children only hoped to meet entrance requirements at Metro and secure a spot 

at the school through a lottery. 

But space at Metro is limited. So, many children who graduated from eighth grade at McKinley and didn't get into Metro traditionally 

left the St. Louis school district. 

McKinley Classical Leadership Academy opened in response, as a magnet high school for students with an IQ of 125 or higher. 

The school is "not to be considered Metro 2 or an extension of the middle school," said Louis Kruger, who oversees the magnet school 

application process. "It's something that's unique on its own." 

The school has an accelerated curriculum, small class sizes and teachers specially trained in how to teach gifted students. In its first 

year, 16 students enrolled as freshman. Over the years, some left for typical reasons. Families moved. At least one transferred to 

Metro. 

The nine who remained through their senior year said they felt the future of the school depended on them. 

"We were doing something new," said valedictorian Jack Nguyen, who plans to major this fall in biochemistry at Colgate University 

in central New York. "We were feeling a lot of pressure, the pressure to leave a lasting legacy." 



In the years since, district officials have routinely questioned whether McKinley's high school is financially sustainable at a time 

education dollars are short. It is given a close look at budget time because of its size. The graduating seniors knew from Day 1 that to 

get more course options and more clubs, they needed to do well so the school would grow. 

And grown it has. Each class is larger than the one that precedes it. Next year's freshman class is expected to be about 40 students. 

In the fall, Ezra Hightower, a freshman this year, wants to start a high school newspaper. Others are hoping for McKinley golf team. 

There will be more course offerings, such as economics, anatomy and European history. 

"Every year we get more and more like a high school," said Graham Florida, who graduated Thursday. "We were the guinea pigs." 

Originally, McKinley began as a high school in the early 1900s. Then in 1988, district officials announced that the school would close, 

and the last of its seniors graduated. In 1990, a gifted middle school moved into the renovated building and became McKinley 

Classical Junior Academy. 

The new McKinley high school is among 23 magnet schools designed to offer special programs. More than half of the district's 23,000 

students now attend magnets. Track records for the schools vary, but generally they perform better than the district's traditional 

schools. The anticipated enrollment for magnet schools next fall is about 12,000, Kruger said. 

Growing McKinley high school's clout will take time, students say. But for now, not enough parents know it as an option, said 

Jennifer Florida, a city alderwoman and Graham's mother. 

"If I were the district, I would focus on what they're doing really well, which is this," she said. "The quality of education here is really 

good." 

The school allowed Matthew Barbier, a junior, to take college-level courses as a freshman. It gave Graham Florida the one-on-one 

attention he wanted and probably wouldn't have gotten had he attended Metro, he said, as his older sister had. 

And it gave Jones, the salutatorian, the support he needed to get through the tough years when he and his family were homeless. 

He spoke of those years at the graduation ceremony, recalling nights when his family slept in a van or on a Metro bus. The thought of 

high school graduation seemed so distant then, he said. But he kept coming to school. 

"I kept coming for myself. I kept coming for my peers." 

Jones, who now volunteers at homeless shelters, has been accepted into eight colleges and universities. He plans to attend Hope 

College in Holland, Mich., with nearly a full-ride scholarship. He wants to earn a doctorate in psychology, with the goal of helping 

people who are hurting, he said. 

As his eight classmates sat on the stage behind him, their hands folded and a yellow rose in each of their laps, Jones called them his 

family. This new high school was more than just teachers and advanced placement classes, he said. "McKinley is not your ordinary 

school." 


