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For many students, the 
school’s elective selec-
tion is what determines 
THHS’s designation as a humanities school.

“I feel that considering that we’re supposedly a humanities 
school, we have far more opportunities for science and math,” said 
junior Yougeeta Singh, who signed up for an elective last fall only 
to find that it had been cut. “I don’t mind the electives but when 
they cut things that actually interest the students and back up the 
whole ‘school for humanities’ persona, I don’t like it.”

Junior Raina Salvatore shared similar sentiments upon discov-
ering that AP European History had been cut last year.

 “I would like to see some more humanities classes. It’s 
part of the reason that I came to Townsend Harris. It is a 
humanities school, and yet the number of classes seems to be 
shrinking,” she said. 

Junior Janaiya Banks feels that the school specifical-
ly needs more English electives, saying that a “surplus” of 
STEM electives “makes it hard for kids who either don’t like 
them or just aren’t good at science and math to find an 
elective they could enjoy.”

However, simply adding up the amount of elec-
tive classes offered for each department and assum-
ing that one department’s increase in electives 
indicates a schoolwide shift in focus from hu-
manities to the sciences offers far too simplistic 
an explanation. The reason for the current 
humanities electives selection has more to 
do with DOE budget cuts, a national drive 
for increased emphasis on the sciences at 
public schools, and departmental decisions. 

Looking back, Humanities teacher 
and Programming Coordinator Ra-
quel Chung said there has been a decrease 
in teaching availability for English electives over the 

years. 
“We’ve always offered 3-4 English electives not taught 

as [an extra] class,” she said.
This year, however, all three English electives that 

ran (Journalism, Drama, and Literature of the Great 
War) are taught as extra classes by their respec-
tive teachers. There simply aren’t enough English 
teachers to teach the amount of electives request-
ed. 

The reason for this is partly because there is 
one less English teacher than there used to be, and 
the school does not have the money to hire a new 
teacher. 

Before replacing Susan Getting as AP of Human-
ities at the beginning of the 2012-2013 school year, Rafal 
Olechowski was an English teacher who taught five classes. 
However, another teacher was never hired to replace him once 
Ms. Getting retired. According to Mr. Olechowski, if the school 
had more money, this English teacher could be hired, thus pro-
ducing room for another five humanities electives. 

“Every so often in the history of education there are budget cri-
ses,” he said.

The reasoning behind why Mr. Olechowski was never replaced is 
largely related to the Writing Process elective freshmen are required 
to take, which the administration, not students, has “elected” to man-
date. 

Mr. Olechowski adds that “not to count [the WP classes] as electives 
is fiscally irresponsible.” 

Since there are nine Writing Process classes, the school has techni-
cally allocated two teachers to run them. Thus, when the DOE reviews 
the school’s budget and sees that the administration wants a replacement 
for Mr. Olechowski in order to run more English electives, they don’t give 
the money because they see that there are already nine Writing Process 
classes that could potentially be replaced with a variety of electives.  

Mr. Olechowski has not dismissed the idea of differentiating the Writing 
Process elective, saying that replacing Writing Process with different writ-
ing electives for students to choose from is “always in the back corner of [his] 
mind.” 

“I’ve been saving it as a silver bullet during times when we have no more [En-
glish] electives, which is just about now,” said Mr. Olechowski.

If this change was made, each elective would still be writing intensive (for ex-

ample, one elective could be “Fantasy Writing Process,” while 
others could focus on topics like detective fiction) with the 
skills being the same for each class. He theorizes that the same 
could be done for the senior Humanities seminar. For exam-
ple, one seminar elective could focus on themes such as war, 
so students would not be limited to taking “cookie-cutter” 
Humanities courses.  

Mr. Olechowski adds that THHS technically lacks an addi-
tional teacher because of the administrative positions filled 

by English teachers—another contributing factor.

“Our department is very active in all kinds of admin-
istrative roles,” said Mr. Olechowski. 

When a teacher takes up an administrative position, he 
or she is required to teach less than five classes due to this 
added responsibility. Out of the ten total English teachers, 
three currently hold administrative positions. Two of these 
positons relate to programming and one is related to the 
United Federation of Teachers. So normally those three 

teachers would be required to teach 15 classes collec-
tively, but because of their added responsibilities they 
are required to collectively teach 10, thus reducing the 

amount of electives that can be regularly scheduled, 
(unless those teachers choose to take on an extra 
class--and they often do, ensuring more classes).   

Despite these budgetary dilemmas, Mr. 
Olechowski commented, “You have to play 
a good game with the cards you’re given and 
we’re playing an excellent game.”

There are different factors that have 
led to the increased diversity of 
science electives over the years. 
THHS’s science curriculum 

used to consist only of Biology, Chemistry, 
Physics, Earth Science, and a non-AP Psy-
chology course. Over the years, however, 
the Science department gradually added 
different kinds of electives to replace the 
Earth Science course and thus increase op-
tions for students, while still maintaining 
the same number of teachers.

“The reason we have a differentiated 
program in science is because we under-
stand that in a school where science is not 
the focus, we need to capture the interests 
of all students,” explained Assistant Princi-
pal of Math and Science Susan Brustein.

There are 44 English classes and 37 sci-
ence classes this year. 

So although there are seven more 
Humanities classes than Science classes, 

there are more Science electives than 
Humanities electives because the 

Science department chose to 
offer more classes in differ-
ent ways. Mr. Olechowski 
explains another factor in 

electives: “More students come here with more 
preloaded math and science courses,” he said. 

Because more students are taking the In-
tegrated Algebra and Living Environment 
Regents classes in middle school, more STEM 
electives are then needed because students are re-
quired to take three years of math and science at 
THHS.

So when students see more  STEM electives 
in the guide, it does not necessarily mean that there 
are more STEM classes than 

humanities classes, it means that students have more 
choice in determining their “required” yearly science 
course. If most students in AP Psychology, for in-
stance, are taking the course as their junior year sci-
ence class then that course is not their elective, even 
if it is listed as one.

Often, student interest drives how the science 
department organizes its course offerings.

For example, according to Ms. Brustein, the 
Forensics elective was added because students 
requested it. At one point, there were so many 
students who wanted to take it, that there were 
two forensics classes running. Additionally, 
the robotics elective was a student-requested 
spinoff from the Science Olympiad team.  

Although Mr. Olechowski said some 
students have come to him asking 
whether certain English electives were 
running, he feels that “The science 
department seems to have a lot more 
students interested in STEM cours-
es.”

The science department cur-
rently has eight science teachers, 
with physics teacher John Tsai 
running three physics classes 
because he is the school’s Tech-
nology Coordinator. This year, 
the science department lost five 
classes, including the Biomed-
ical Ethics and Anatomy and 
Physiology electives, since sci-
ence teacher Katherine Cooper 
has been on leave.

“The total number of teach-
ers in the department is not as 
large as that of humanities, 
which shows the humanities 
focus in the school,” said Ms. 
Brustein. 

She adds that many of the 
science electives are only of-
fered once per year for a single 
semester. 

 Despite be-
ing labeled a hu-
manities school, 

many students 
end up favoring science courses.                                                                                                                                         

      Guidance counselor Adrienne Nasser, who came to THHS 
from working at Bronx High School of Science, said that based on 
conversations she’s had with students, interest in science versus that 
of humanities is similar at THHS to that of a STEM-oriented school 
like Bronx Science. However, she noted that there were students in-
terested in the humanities at Bronx Science as well.

“It surprised me because I thought students were going to be 
more interested in the humanities [at THHS],” she said. Knowing 
that colleges like to see a well-rounded education, she said she won-
ders whether students would choose humanities electives if there were 

more.
Though some Harrisites mourn the loss of humanities electives, many 

would far prefer an increase in science offerings.
“I think most people decide to pile on the math and science courses because 

they are crucial in very professional or high demand careers and THHS is 
missing some very crucial science electives,” said senior Alessandra Taboada.
Sophomore Priya Amin wishes that sophomores taking chemistry had 

more opportunities for science electives, since many require the Chemistry pre-or 
co-requisite.

“It’s really annoying because it feels like the only available electives 
for sophomores are humanities electives,” she said.

“I feel like there aren’t enough science electives and that hinders 
people who want to major in that department,” said sophomore 

Tanja Miketic. “It’s unfortunate that our school doesn’t offer 
AP Chemistry or AP Biology because I would love to take 

it.”
Junior Neil Chen agrees, and feels that “the school 

seems to limit itself” in terms of science electives.
Several other students expressed interest in AP Biol-

ogy and AP Chemistry.
  In response to this, Ms. Brustein said that although 

she’d love to offer these electives and is trying to, there 
are conflicts with teaching power and running dou-

ble-period classes.

A lthough THHS was initially revived in 1984 as a haven for stu-
dents interested the humanities, it is evident that its identity has 
evolved. When asked about why they chose to attend THHS, 
most students said it was because of THHS’s famed reputation 

and convenient location—not because of its humanities emphasis. Taking all 
this into account, what is THHS’s modern identity? Like the majority of 
students, Laurie Beckoff, a graduate from the class of 2012 who is currently 
pursuing studies in English and History, believes firmly in the school’s hu-
manities identity because of the mandatory humanities courses students must 
take: “The emphasis on the humanities at THHS is one reason I chose it over 
Bronx Science and Stuyvesant,” she said.

Junior Stiven Shkembi feels that THHS is currently stuck in a transition 
phase between retaining a traditional humanities education and moving on to 
a STEM-based one. “This school is trying to become a science-y school but it 
is not succeeding,” he said. “THHS tries to do science related things but stays a 
humanities school because of security reasons.”

Ms. Brustein believes that the real question of THHS’s identity revolves 
around what it means to receive a humanities education: “From my perspective, 
a humanities school is one that gives classical Renaissance education, meaning a 
balanced one.” She adds that THHS’s emphasis on writing and communication 
shows the humanities emphasis.

“The way science impacts humanities is the other piece of the puzzle,” she said.
 Neil feels that, “We’re supposedly a humanities school, but a lot of the prestige 

comes from the science department.” He classifies THHS as a humanities school 
with a strong science department.

“The growth of the science department doesn’t need to overshadow the human-
ities at THHS,” he said. “I’m not an educator, but I suspect cooperation between both 
will lead to the best education possible.”

Still others feel that the school is decidedly balanced between science and human-
ities and are glad about this.

“I remember when I was an incoming freshman at THHS, I envisioned four years 
of language and historical studies, with minimal incorporation of science or mathe-
matics; it was the image I was presented with as an eighth grader when I first heard of 
THHS, the humanities school,” said junior Anna Kim. “Currently as a junior, I can 
firmly say two things: one, I was wrong, and two, I am happy that I’m wrong.”

“From my experiences, teachers from both departments demonstrate utmost pride 
in their courses and may often feel as if one department outdoes the other,” adds Anna.  
“I’m content to straddle the fence for that matter.”

In recent editions of The Classic, two student letters to the editor began a conversation about the nature of 
Townsend Harris as a “humanities school.” In December’s “THHS is really a STEM school,” junior Raven-
na Chunasamy argued that the school’s current course offerings suggest that Townsend Harris has lost too 
many humanities, art, and music courses for it to be considered a humanities school. In January’s “Science is 

Humanities,” junior Yarim Lee argued that contrary to it being on the upswing, “science is not fully respected in 
our school.” 

The receipt of these letters led to a great deal of discussion amongst the editorial staff of The Classic, and we 
decided to explore Ravenna’s contention that the humanities offerings at THHS lagged significantly behind those 

offered by the science and mathematics department.  
It quickly became clear that at the center of this issue is the question of electives, a topic that has more to do 

with school business and politics than many might expect.
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