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t's 20 minutes alter &, and alrsady this
un-wir-conditioned fourth-loor classroom i New
York City is peiting as hot as the sngines George

Zanetis 15 deseribing to his class. Still, the 15
boys and twa girls can't help but pay attention. At
times, Lhe exuberant teacher s nng off an average
afl two questions a minute—"How are we going to go
from linear motion te reciprocating motion™ “What's
the purpoze af the erank shaft?

Dires=ed i o dark-blue oxford shivt and tie, black
dress pants, silver wateh, and whits lab coat, Zanstis
could pass for, say, & pharmacsuticals executive. He
roams Lthe room, demonstrabes an internal sombuos-
tien engine attached do a desk up front, works off his
strasght man {one of the schools assistant prineipals,
whao has dropped by to ob=erve), and uszes his inter
active whitsboard to aecess computer animations off
o CD-RiONL

e of his fivsl topies is o histery lesson about

Mikolaus Crite's 1878 invention of the piston engine,
the culmination of years of painstaking research by
the doctor After the discussion meanders elspwlers

Fanetis begins o recap. His first guestion: “What was
D CHie's first nome? The answer (rom o vodce in the
last pow: “Lonely”

[t és high school, alter all. But Asiation High, a ca-
reer and technical education scheal 1n the Long [sland
City n=ighborbood of Queens and the nation’s largest
aviation-forused high schoal, is o bit different—
and so are many of its teachers. Reguired coursss
for all 000 students include the usual English,
math, seience, and forsign languages, but also air
frame and power plant shops. A 5,000-square-foot
annex at John F. Kennedy International Airpart
stocked with dozens of alrplanss seoves as a Ofth-vear
classrosm for 24 honors students chosen (rom about
150 applicants, FadEx just donated a Boeing 727 to
the school.

But in Zanstis' power plant claas, it seems as if the
students, who wear not-too-stylish mechanies' coveralls
aver their Bean John jeans and Messl sneakers, are
hitting vutdated books. A lesson about a 1237-yearcld
technolegy? Unbelisvably signilficant, as it turns ouat.
{Hto's invention is sUll used in every kind of aviation
today, and the kids need to understand it well
becawse about 300 of them will earn FAA certificates
this year, and many will become airline mechanies,
anginesrs, or pilots,

And the aviation industry, while still recovering
from the altershocks of the September 11 attacks, is
i oo danger of beeoming an chsalete career choics,
The business has rough landings svery few vears, and
becanze of that, Banstis and the cther 50 mechanics
teachers at Aviation are invaluabkle. All are former or
current aviation workers, and three dozen are AHS
graduates. They know how to tram students for avia-
tion jobs while helping them develop ather =kills to
make them smployable nntil the ssctar rebounds, and
they've struggled through the same ups and dewns.

“Two vears ago, when business was goud, 15
tenchers alss worked for atrlines” says assistant prin-
cipal Deno Charalambous, who graduated from AHS
iz 1876 and worked lor 11 years as a mechanic and
supervisor at BEastern Airlinss, among sther places.
Betwesn the tight job market and an ierease in New
York City teacher salares, fswer than a dozen now

work second jobs. Their motivations vary, and mest
took circuitous routes inte the cdassroom, but these
23 aren’t [ull-tims mechanies winging the teaching for
Teacher Ralph Schmahl works on a vintage plane in the school's hangar. sotne exira bucks or another bullet point en their

résumeés, Energized by watching kids learn and eme-

b tisnally attachsd to the hum of a jet engine, they
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William Gaskin stresses attention to detail in his shop class with such projects as building wings.

mesh the worlds of work and l=arning in ways
unusual even at a schaoel that doubles as an FAA-
certified repair facality

n 4 summer Saturday of terrential rain,

most af the seven spols in the American

Airlines hangar at JEE Airpart—just
across a tnngle of highwaylike acosss roads from
the Aviation High School hangar—are full. A
Boeing T57 with a Mael leak looms near the con-
trol center, whers Zanetis 1s busy issuing orders
to his stall. Already today there have been 12
mechanical delays. “The pressure 15 on,” the
42-year-old says, “because even a minute late
i= late "

Lansetis, wha pulls the alternoon shilt at
Rennedy live times a wesk, wanted more benelits
and more (reedom than o mechanie gets, 2o he
now oversses moree than three dozen of them. IT
he had gotten his way when he was younger,
though, he'd have been a stage aclor en Broad-
way, a half-hour subway nde fPom where he grew
up in Gueens.

When Zanetis tald his Greek immigrant par-
ants that he wanted to envell at what was then
the Scheal of the Performing Arts in Manhattan,
they suggested he work with his hands instead.
Giving a whols new meaning to the term “wail-
ing in the wings" he dutifully studied aviation at
AHSE. Then, a few years after graduating in 1080,
while working as a mechanie lor Eastern Alr-
lines, fanetiz got an associate degree in theater
at the Amercan Asademy of Dramatie Arta. He
evenlually did some work off-ofl-Broadway, but
never enough te make a living. So he stuck with
planmes full time, and in 18D, at the orging of two
af his eld Aviation mstructors who were working
with him at Tower Air, he moved his performances
tor the classroom. Theres, he's likely to add such the-
atrical flourshes as using his bady to show how
a crank shaft moves (like the pedals on a bike),
ar joke about his students’ favorite entertainer—
not 50 Cent, as he wonld have thoaght, but Frank
Sinatra

“l hadn't considered teaching, but my frst day
inn frant of & elass, [ knew it was lor me,” he says,

“It's ancther way of Mal(illing my nsed Lo show off"

Technieally, being a manager with Amerean is
his second job, but he really has more: counselar,
mediator, psychelogist, lawyer, safsty inapector.
And maost of his school lassons come straight
lrom all of those encounters. “T tell my students
what a good mechanic needs, from attitude and
athies to attendance and salely,” he says. “] know
who'll be good just by sseing lhow they take lests
and how they work with their hands on those
Lycoming engines in the classroam.”

Whether they maks it or not, they're job-eager
and want his advice. Until lately, Zanetis told
them that jobs are available, ven in o drooping
scanomy. More recently, he's been the bearer of
bad news: Hoge lavells might mean the kids will
need to find other work first. He reminds them
nol Lo werry; U you've got FAA certifieation, you
can always pick up the work when the sconomy
unproves. He should know—he worked in real es-
tate for thres years in the lots 80s when the air-
lines tankesd, until real estate sales did the =same.

Meney s impartant to most of his students, so
Zanetis is uplront aboat how much they can
make {starting salary [or a me
chanie: abaut $50.0001 and the
benelits they'll receive. When
he first graduated, he and
some AHS buddies working for
Enstern in Miami would use
Might passes to go to San Fran-
cigen and other hot spots far
dimner

Definitely a company guy—
he's wearing the same sutfii as
al Avialion. mainus the lab coat,
revealing “American Alrlines"”
embroidered sbove the shirt
pocket—Zanstis loves the perks
af warking with a commercial
airline. He lives in a tony
neighboerbosd en Long [sland,
put his wife, a physician as-
sistant 1o vaseular surgery,

they need, he says, because he grew up poor and
deesn't want them to live like he did. For new,
that gets him through his 13th year of working
twe jobs, slesping four to five hours a might and,
lately, missing his kids' lacrosse and baseball
games,

While the perks are nice, he plugs away be-
causzes he wants his performance—and that of his
students and employ=es—to matter “Everybody
knows evervbody in this businesss, Your reputation
precedes you,” he told his studsnts earlisr in the
year. “So if you're a screw-up, you won't get in.
Whether it's drugs, a [juvenils delinguent] card or
Jumping subway turnstiles"—stodents laughed
at his last paint—"what you do now maliers”

Half & dezen of Zanetis' lormer students sure
patd attention when they heard his advice:
They're cut in that dewnpour new, (xing planes

far him

alph Schmahl loves to be outdoors, oo
Rmulier the westher On a humid Juoe

maorning, he's helping his advanced air-
frame students push most af the twoe dozen
planes from their dlassmam, a 100-by- 100 hangar
at cne end of Aviaticn High, into the yard =0 the
school can hold graduation seremonies inside.

An alum of Jamaiea High School, also in
{ruesns, Schmahl started college with thoughts of
being an sbectreal enginssr But his mother-in-low
was a longlime seeretary at Aviation, and one
day her son brought home o wing he had mades in
the school's shep class “He's going an and on and
apn abeoul this wing," says Schmahl, “and 1
thought it was pretty coal.” Schmahl transferred
to the College of Aeronautics near LaGuardia
Adrport and eventually became an airline
mechanie.

Seven years age, his mother-in-law alertad
him bo Aviation'’s search for substitute teachers.
“1 never sat there and said, Hoew what? 1 want
to beach kids" T8 woasn™t my thing | went to school
te teach planes.” he says. “When | started, sone
kids turned me off. Eventually they knew 1
warked [or an aitrline and starting asking a lot of
gquesticns. That's when | started thinking this
wins a lot of fun™

Sebumall now teaches the fundamentals of air
cralt assembly, rigging, and inspection on so-
called live airerafll. Ameng the planes procared

through medieal scheel, and
has given his kids evervthing

Mechanic George Zanetis, who's performed off-off-Broadway, finds
teaching a way to mix hands-on skills and a love of the spotlight.
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fram airlines and alumni: a Piper Cherokes 140, an
Aero Commuander twin-engine turboprop, and even
vinlage planes used for skytyping. In keeping with
Awration High's rules, all of the work done must
meet the FAA's return-to-service airworthiness
standard

Some of his students, all s=niors and fifth-year
“superseniors,” will become mechanies, A lew, like
ane from his class last vear whe's now atl the John
Jay College of Criminal Justice studving law, use
part-time jobs at airports to pay for continuing
education. Others “aren't FAA material,” says
Sehmahl. But they all |
take their assignments
seriously. They redo elec-
trical and Muel systems,
replace circuit breakers,
and lsarn how Lo check
varions gauges and indi-
cators. To celebrate this
past years 100th anniver
sary of light, the hangar
classes rebuilt four Warld
War [T-era airplanss

The serious nature of
the work—responsibility
for passengers’ lives and
multimillion-dollar pisces
af eguipment—is reflected
throughout the school.
Asaation High is modeled,
i spame respects, aftsr an
atrpori: Each shop class
aleets a ecrew chiel, toal
chiel, and foreman to
shoulder important re-
sponsikilities. AHS is
amang the New York City
schools with the fewest
securily agents, adds
frisndly-yet-lrmm prineipal
Eilzen Tavlor, “becnuze we
den't have as many seri-
aus problems. The kids
know we mean business”

“As a mechanic, you
have ta follow certain
rules, and that's how we
have everyihing here,
very structured,” Schmahl
savs., “Everybody has to
b in elass, everybody has
i be seated”

And everybody calls
teachers “Mister” ar
“Missus." Most of the
time, thers's ne surname
added, just the title.
“It's hard lor them to re-
member all the names "
says Schmall. “They call
me Mr. B, Cowhbay, Yo...
but they're nol disrespsct-
ful. I den’t take it the
wrang way"

[n truth, they probably
et a little more creative
with nicknames when ad-
dressing Sehmakl. On
this more relaxed day at
school, the 37-year-old
married father of three

could be mistaken for ons of them. He wears a geld
necklace, a small diamond in his left ear, jeans
with a pager on Lhe balt loop den call 24 hours a
day, he supervises crash recovery for American
Eagled, a bright yellow T-shirt, and tennis shops—
and he has a parrot tattoo an his forearm.
Schmahl's vouthfulness also mught bave had some-
thing to de with his students painting, on the side
af a Cessna 150, a picture of assistant principal
Charalambous surling, with the caption “Mr Good
Lacking.”

Sehmahl, wlo warks 12-hour shilts at LaGuardia

14 days a month, often gels only three to four
hours of slesp a night. He's always loved working
at night, he says, and his students give him the sn-
argy he needs to maintain his grueling schedule.
“A1 the airline, | give the erew o little guidanes,
and they do the waork,” he says_ “It's the same at
sehool. But [ can't tell you the sxcitement 1 get
when the kids do it and they sse swhat they did
actually works."

A= he's moved into management, that kind of
excitement s often missing from his second job.
That's why, cin anviber rainy weekend, with plane
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alter plane after plane linsd up on the runway and
all kinds of “nuisance calls® coming in, Schmahl
really wishes he were “on the line.” turning
wrenches with his guvs, sweating under some of
thhe 50 shuttle Mights that mestly navigat= the
Eastern seaboard. [nstead, he's driving guests
arcund, making phone calls, and working en his
campuber

“Two vears agao, if you had asked me if [ wanted
to leave ons job, [ would have said teaching,” he
savs, “But now, 11°d be the airport job. It deesn't
have the sames thrill, the same satisfaction as it
taed to.”

But a set of teols is missing, and Schmahl as-
signs himsslf the sleathing He drves (o a hangar,
apens the door of a4 small jet and hoists himsell in-
stde, legs dangling whils he searches. Like any
prowd mechanic, his hands are always dicty.

Toiling autside of the hangar in cold or Fainy
weather deesn't usually excits his students, but
Schinahl hammers home that to be an airline me-
chanie, you have to really wand to do it—all the
tirme. “You have to face the slements on the job," he
tells them, “so you have to do il here®

p=l ol Aviatien's students alse wouldn't
care much for what another of their
teachers, William Gaskin, 13 dotng at his

Job as a meshanie right new: arviving at JFK
Adrport at 4:15 a.m. to taxi a 747 from one gale to
another Well, it would be swesomes to drave it; the
getling-up-early part would be the drag.

But Gaskin, who teaches fall time at Aviation
High and spends most weskends fixing commer-
aial, cargo, and freight planes for Horizon Aviation
Bervics, is wide-nwalke as he winds through an add
assoriment of vehicles in the piteh-black Hangar 4.
The alfice looks like a place that services car
brakes—functional, drab, Quoressent-lit—with a
holding pen for tools that would put most Heme
Depols to shame,

But there's no one inside to tell Gaskin where
the plane is. He grabs his tool bag and gets into one
af Horlzen's white pickups and travels the maze of
roads that you never see as a passenger—past “fuel
farms” and behind hangars—till he reaches the
Japan Airlines hangar The plane, however, ian't
there. Another phone call sends him on a search for
tail number N534, a Boetng 747-200 at the Korsan
Alr hangar, Five crew members are changing a tive,
and most are dressed like him: navy blus work
pants and shirt, Blue airline jacketl {Gaskin's says
“TWA”: he was laid off in Oetober 3001 after choos-
ing to continue teaching instead of moving to 51
Liowigl, nnd work boots, with an ID badge and ear
protestors arownd their necks, “This is 11" he says,
“We'll just walk the wings and de light mainte-
nance. Theyll have their own erew move i."

After climbing three Mights of stairs, Gaskin
folds inta a seat i the cockpit. He's intimately fa-
miliar with the hundreds of knebs, buitons, lights,
gauges, swilches, and dials. This kind of knowledge
didn’t just eoane frons bis time at AHS in the mad-
1870 ar a filth year at Telerhoro Schaosl of Aero-

naubics in Mew Jersey. Then, as now, students
learned only basic syslems; coce you've gollen a
job, that airline sends you to at least 40 hours of
training to learn about o certain type of plane.
Gaskin tarns the navigational lights on, and a
walkis-tallkie call from a mechanie {or AMT, for
“airerall maintenanes technisian®; acronyms reign
supreme in the airline industry) signifies that the
lights are working. He shuls them off, along with
the APLT (nuxiliary power unit, meaning the jel «n-
ginel, and retums down the stairs tnte what is now
daylight.

Gaskin helps change another tire—pushing,
supervising, working the jack, tightening saflety
balts, checking pressure—then climbs up on obe to
service Lthe hydranlics syatem. “This 18 samething
wa do pretly much routinely,” he says.

Boutine 15 of vital importance, the 44-year-ald
divoreed [ather of two grown deughters constantly
slressss Lo his students. “Tires and brales will al-
ways be fixed the same way, but you could be in
violation if you don't use current FAA guidelines, |
deill it inte them te go to the FAA maintennnce
manual to check everything, to be aceurate,” he
says. “They're about sick of i1 when they leave my
shop, but when they gel to a hangar, they've got a
general idea of what to da”

ack at Awiation, students in Gaskin's sopho-
B mare coamposite airrame shop class are lined
up at his desk in the center of the cinder
block roam, getting what should be final sign-offs
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from him as the “inspsctor” For live months, his
students have been in their sixth-floor shop creat-
ing a model arplane wing—not much bigger than
two [ile folders—with some of the same moterials
uzed al airlines. As Goeakin ventured sarlier, some
are probably sick of this praject, but al least they
have a general idea of how airplanss are manulae
tured. One just had his wreecked {purpesely | by the
teacher, and after filling it with fiberglass and
resin, then sanding it down, he's getting ready to
repaint it. °I had to write up a report akout the
damage,” he explains, “because that's what weuld
happen at an airline”

From making the pine
Jig board and hardwood
ribs to applying Gherglass
and installing & foneticnal
navigation light, stu-
dents have fallowed the
temcher's checklist to the
letter. “Everything is in a
logieal sequence, just like
at the airport. That way,
you make no mistakes
and don't beeomes compla-
cent,” sayvs Gaskin, who
lecks quite differsnt in
hiz school uwniform af a
plaid shirt and gray chi-
nos; the equivalsnt of his
tonl bag is the eight pens
and peneils acesssorizing
his front shirt pecket.

[1's obvious leoking at

iﬂ'
the final wings that they
are, ons, made by teen- ﬁlﬂ
agers (lots of dalphin,
Name, and heart designs),
and twa, the products of a
true melting pet. One girl ]
from the Bronx is painl- ;
ing the Pusrta Rican fag. .
A boy from Brooklyn is
designing the Mag of the
Republic of Congo. The
students can see the
United Naticos building
oul the front door, about
twa miles dead wesl, and
their elass—actually, the
antire school—ssems a di-
rect rellection of its global
reach,

The Puerto Rican girl
1= already working on her
pilot's license and wanis
to join the 115, Air Forese,
Ansther Aviation studsnt,
a sendor in the ROTC
program, awails an aceep-
tanee letier from the TS
MNaval Academy. How
coald they and =0 many
athers passibly know by
the age of 14 that they'd
wanl to work with air-
planes? “Some lock up in
the sky and say, "Wow,""
says principal Taylar
Others have an older
brather or sister who
attended Aviation.

d_,,..-"'

T

“l alwaws liked things that f1y." says Gaskin,
whe applied to attend Aviation with a frend whose
brother went thers. “And [ liked Losf in Space. |
was at home alanes a Lot in Haollis, GQuesns, when my
mother worked, so [ had quits an imagination. |
would make spaceships out of besr boxes, drawing
an dials and indicatars.”

Goekin, Zanetis, Schmahl, and the other me-
chanies instruetors weave thelr own dreams and
sxperiences iolo their lessons, teaching not only
airplanes mechanics but alse & broad range of tech-
nical and life skills—rom welding te computer Lt
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aracy. Whether at Aviation High or working their
ather jobs, they're gquite serious abeut all kinds of
aducation. Gaskin, for sxample, couldn't resist giv-
img a visitor a quiz whils offering a tour of the 747
he was lixing. “That's the wing gear. Left, right
wing gearn,” he said as he pointed. “And that's the
bady gear So what's that™

“Left, right body gear” said the onlooker

Very good,” he replied, almest impressed. “You
passed the test "l

Heidi Ernst s a New York City-based [reclaicer
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