Reclaiming Democracy
Readings & Blog Questions for October 26, 2011

Our topic for October 26th will be Guilford County Schools (GCS), which will offer us the opportunity to make some connections between the larger themes of democracy and education that we’ve been studying and the particular issues in the local school system.  Our guest speakers will include education advocates from Parents Supporting Parents, Linda Mozell, Lissa Harris, and Leon Mozell, as well as a current school board member, Deena Hayes, and the chief diversity officer of GCS, Monica Walker.

The brief readings for this week offer a snapshot of some of the issues in Guilford County Schools.  In addition to providing information about the schools, the readings also point to some questions about the validity and clarity of statistics provided by the school system.  For your blogs, please respond to the following questions after doing the readings:

· What picture do you get of Guilford County Schools based on these statistics and readings?
· What connections do you make between specific ideas from our earlier readings about democracy and education and this picture of the local school system?
· What questions come up for you based on the readings and statistics, including questions you might like to ask our guest speakers?

1. Guilford County Schools (GCS) “By the Numbers” at the GCS website to get an general sense of the size and racial/ethnic composition of the district:  http://www.gcsnc.com/education/components/scrapbook/default.php?sectiondetailid=314666&

2. Pages 8-10, of the Schott Foundation’s State Report on Black Males and Education (posted on course website- when you download this information, it wil be titled, North Carolina, Opportunity to Learn for Black Students: 60% of that
for White Students.).   This report gives statistics on the education of African American males in North Carolina.  Focus on the statistics for Guilford County schools on pages 8-9.  




3. Guilford a leader in black male graduation rate www.news-record.com/.../guilford_a_leader_in_black_male_graduation_rate

Monday, August 30, 2010 
By J. Brian Ewing (News and Record)
GREENSBORO — Guilford County Schools, which has worked hard for years to improve the academic fortunes of its minority students, ranked in the top 10 of large school districts nationally for graduating black males, according to a new report.
The Schott Foundation, a Massachusetts education think tank, released a report last week examining the education of black males. The report highlights the fact that, nationally, black males continue to fall far behind their white counterparts when it comes to finishing high school.
Although Guilford County ranked in the top 10 nationally, the foundation found that just 48 percent of black males graduated during the year surveyed, the 2007-08 school year.
The school district, however, reported a 65.6 percent graduation rate for black males in 2008.
Michael Holzman, a Schott research consultant who wrote the report, said the differences in rates sometimes occur because the report does not factor in how many students come into or leave a school district.
Holzman said school districts must do more to ensure black males finish high school.
“We know that most black males who don’t get a high school education will go to jail,” Holzman said. “And that’s devastating.”
The report makes several recommendations, including improving school facilities, emphasizing early childhood education and increasing the amount of time students interact with school. He said it’s also important to have quality teachers who know how to teach a variety of students.
Last year, the district’s graduation rate was just over 80 percent, the highest in four years and among the highest in the state. The graduation rate for black males was 68.9.
Richard Tuck is the school district’s dropout prevention supervisor, and he said another important tool in keeping black males — and all students — in school is the district’s school choice effort.
At the high school level, the district offers several programs for students to choose from. They can select a program that lets them leave their regular high school for part of the day to attend special classes or attend early and middle colleges where they can earn college credit while finishing high school.
Few schools are seeing success when it comes to black male graduation like The Middle College at N.C. A&T. The all-male high school on the college campus is home to 110 students, 98 percent of whom are black. It posted a graduation rate last year of 96 percent. Only two students left the school. Of the 22 students who graduated, 21 went on to college and one joined the Air Force, Principal Eric Hines said.
Demetrius Dick, 16, is on track to be the school’s valedictorian this year.
He’s spent his entire high school career at the middle college and, though it took some adjusting at first, he said it was the best decision he and his family ever made.
“The biggest thing to me is the teacher support,” Demetrius said, “Every teacher here wants to help you do well.”
Demetrius has a long list of colleges he’s interested in. Clemson University is at the top for now.
Getting the boys to connect with college is one of the focuses for the staff at the middle college, Hines said. Former students’ college acceptance letters hang in the halls, and teachers dress up their rooms with materials from their alma maters.
“We believe if we keep college before kids visually and we talk about college, then it becomes more of a reality for them,” Hines said. “We’re a part of the university, their functions. The chancellor has spoken to our young men. They get a flavor of what college is like.”
Contact J. Brian Ewing at 373-7351 or brian.ewing@news-record.com
Top of Form

4. Discipline gap closes in schools   www.news-record.com/content/.../discipline_gap_closes_in_schools

Sunday, October 9, 2011 
(Updated 3:02 am) 
By Morgan Josey Glover (News and Record)
Staff Writer 
[image: http://images.www.news-record.com/files/imagecache/nrcom_article_image_landscape/Images/Guilford%20County%20Schools%202%20-%20file%20photo.jpg]
John Newsom (News & Record) 
GREENSBORO — Local educators believe it makes little sense to kick students out of class for days at a time for ignoring a teacher’s command or bullying a classmate.
So officials were pleased to report this summer that Guilford County Schools reduced out-of-school suspensions for two types of misbehavior — disobedience and rudeness — by 24 percent over three years.
The News & Record found another trend in the data: The racial disparity in how frequently schools suspend students for non-violent offenses appears to be closing.
In 2007-08, the district reported a difference in suspension rates of 16 percentage points for black and white students who got in trouble for disobeying school employees.
[bookmark: nrcAnc_Middle2_Jump]Two years later, that gap dropped to 2 percentage points.
“I do think it’s a real trend and not a dropping of standards,” said Alan Duncan, chairman of the Board of Education. “There is some improvement going on in this area, but we still have a ways to go.”
Here’s why the data are important: Many parents and community leaders have complained for years that schools suspend too many students for non-violent offenses and apply different standards to minority and white students.
In 2007, a district task force surveyed parents, teachers and students about school climate and found inconsistencies in how misbehavior is punished. Former Superintendent Terry Grier said then that he heard from students that whites who misbehave are punished differently from minorities.
“I hear that not only from African American students and Latino students, but I hear that from white students,” Grier said in a 2007 meeting. “Whether it’s a perception or reality, it’s something we need to look into.”
Teachers and administrators have some discretion in addressing disobedience and rude or obscene behavior — which represent at least half of all violations — so wide-ranging suspension rates could indicate inconsistent discipline practices among school staffs.
The district defines “non-compliance” as disobeying a school employee. “Discourteous acts” include obscene language, bullying, verbal threats and inappropriate gestures.
A recent report further supports claims of inconsistent treatment. This summer, a six-year study of nearly a million Texas children found that black students had a 31 percent higher likelihood of being disciplined for minor offenses, compared with whites or Hispanics.
Duncan recently referred to the report as a “fairly seminal moment.”
“That’s a problem we see in some of the statistics we’re looking at in our report,” he said during a July school board meeting. “We need to examine ourselves, how we’re going about the application of our (discipline) tools and is it really even-handed.”
In 2007-08, the difference in suspension rates for disobedience was 24.9 percentage points among Guilford students of different races. Disobedience resulted in suspensions 25.1 percent of the time for whites and 41.7 percent of the time for blacks.
The difference in suspension rates dropped to 1.9 percentage points for white and black students and 13.8 percentage points for all racial groups in 2009-10.
That trend continued in 2010-11, although the data are not directly comparable with previous years because of a change in reporting requirements. Still, disobedience among whites resulted in suspensions 23 percent of the time, compared to 24.1 percent for blacks. Moreover, the suspension rate for rude or obscene behavior was 31.5 percent for whites and 34 percent for blacks that same year.
School leaders attribute the progress to better analyzing discipline data and addressing misbehavior through other methods.
Aycock Middle, which has a predominantly black student population, took several steps over the past few years to reduce its violations and suspensions, according to principal Valerie Akins. Students meet with administrators quarterly to review discipline data and set school-wide behavior goals. A teacher started an all-male language arts class that curbed distractions.
And students cite a mantra in the mornings, at assemblies and athletic events: “Aycock is a civil school. We know the good. We do the good. We are responsible. We are respectful. We are caring.”
The initiatives led to a 24 percent drop in the two types of violations and a decline of 61 percent for out-of-school suspensions.
Schools also assign students to special classrooms for troublemakers, visit their homes, and require them to sign behavior contracts, get counseling or perform community service in lieu of suspension.
Elizabeth Foster, a special education teacher, said some students have cursed and even “taken swings” at her. But Foster and administrators tried to address the misbehavior through counseling and other alternatives to sending the students home, she said.
“It’s a process,” said Foster, who leads the Guilford County Association of Educators. “Some folks are too tired to go through that process with every child who walks through that door, but it does pay off.”
 
Contact Morgan Josey Glover at 373-7078 or morgan.josey@news-record.com

5. A clearer picture on disparities in suspension rates (Glover’s News and Record Blog)
Update (Sept. 14): I finally have an electronic copy of the report that includes the data that I referenced below. I will add figures for 2010-11 once I get them.
Note on page two of the report that the district narrowed the gap in suspensions between white and black students for all violations, not just rule 6 (non-compliance) and rule 8 (discourteous acts) violations. Also, read the district's rationale for its efforts to address this in this memo to principals and school board members in October 2010 (by the way, I had recently returned to the education beat at the time and did not know about this memo).
Update (Sept. 16): I finally have the 2010-11 numbers. I placed them under the previous years' numbers below so one can make a direct comparison.
----------------------------------------------------------------------
One of the frustrating aspects of writing about student safety and discipline is the lack of clarity in the data that often gets reported to the public and Board of Education. Reporting this data in terms of total violations and suspensions (even if disaggregated by race and gender) often leads to dueling interpretations regarding the disproportionate number of blacks who are both cited and suspended for misbehavior.
I hoped to clear up this ambiguity by focusing on an apples-to-apples comparison of the numbers. This summer, I requested a racial breakdown of the number of students by school cited with and suspended out of school for non-compliance (not following directions) and discourteous acts. These violations carry a bit of flexibility and discretion in terms of how students are punished and the district also set a goal a few years ago of reducing the number of students suspended for those particular violations.
So, if white students and black students who broke these rules were suspended at roughly the same rate (and I mean within a few percentage points of each other) then that would indicate to me that claims of racial disparities were overblown.
The district refused to give me numbers for 2010-11, claiming that it would take staff 15 hours of work just to run the numbers and staff didn't want to invest that kind of time without a request from district leadership. Fine. In the meantime, I must rely on a report given to me by a board member that cite numbers for 2007-08 to 2009-10.
The numbers show that whites were treated differently then minority students, but the gap in suspension rates closed over time:
Following are percentages of students cited for non-compliance and discourteous acts, respectively, who were suspended in 2007-08. Note that these numbers refer to out-of-school suspensions, not in-school suspensions:
· American Indian: 36.9 percent; 56.3 percent
· Asian: 50 percent; 38.2 percent
· Black: 41.7 percent; 53.2 percent
· Hispanic: 44.6 percent; 53.1 percent
· Multiracial: 44.3 percent; 53.9 percent
· White: 25.1 percent; 44.3 percent
The percentages in 2008-09:
· American Indian: 41.5 percent; 46.2 percent
· Asian: 41.3 percent; 40.3 percent
· Black: 42 percent; 49.6 percent
· Hispanic: 39 percent; 41.4 percent
· Multiracial:40.5 percent; 53.2 percent
· White: 32.9 percent; 41.2 percent
The percentages in 2009-10: 
· American Indian: 44.3 percent; 55.8 percent
· Asian: 30.7 percent; 42 percent
· Black: 35.5 percent; 49.2 percent
· Hispanic: 31.8 percent; 49.1 percent
· Multiracial: 30.5 percent; 51.2 percent
· White: 33.6 percent; 48.2 percent
The percentages in 2010-11 (added Sept. 16)
· American Indian: 29.5 percent; 40 percent
· Asian: 35.7 percent; 34.3 percent
· Black: 24.1 percent; 33.9 percent
· Hispanic: 23.8 percent; 37.7 percent
· Multiracial: 20.3 percent; 28.5 percent
· White: 23 percent; 31.5 percent
Notice that in 2009-10 and 2010-11, the percentage of white and black students who were suspended are within a couple percentage points. I'll also point out that more white and more black students were cited for each of these violations in 2010-11 over previous years. Part of this could be due to the increase in student population.


6.  Editorial: Better behaved?    www.news-record.com/content/2011/10/.../editorial_better_behaved

Saturday, October 15, 2011 (News and Record)
Hard numbers, harder questions.

Why is it that traditionally more black students than whites have been suspended for disciplinary reasons in the Guilford County Schools?

Is it because they are more prone to misbehave and are only getting the punishment they deserve?

Is it because teachers and administrators tend to mete punishment more severely to black students out of subtle or more blatant racial attitudes?

Or is it because the numbers feed themselves, breeding expectations and self-fulfilling prophecies?

This is a difficult conversation to have, and many of us deal with it by not dealing with it, at least not in mixed company. But it has to be faced head on before it can be solved, and the best place to begin is another tough question. And more numbers.

So the News & Record’s Morgan Josey Glover requested a breakdown of the most common, nonviolent disciplinary infractions and compared whether white and black students were receiving similar punishment for similar infractions over three consecutive school years. These infractions are called “non-compliance” and “discourteous acts,” and allow administrators some discretion in punishment. So it’s especially instructive to break down the figures by race.

The overall racial gap fell from 16 percentage points to only 2. Better yet, the overall suspension rates for disobedience and rudeness have fallen substantially for all students, by 24 percent.

Numbers never tell the whole story, but these figures are encouraging. Of course, a skeptic might suggest that there may be more hesitance now to suspend students who truly deserve it in the interest of better statistics. That would be wrong and ultimately destructive if it were true. 

But we prefer the more hopeful takeaway that teachers and administrators are stressing prevention over punishment and taking greater care to be equitable when punishment is involved, regardless of race. For instance, more creative approaches to discipline and instruction seem to have helped. Aycock Middle School has experimented with an all-male language arts class following the premise that boys are more focused and better behaved when not distracted by girls. Teachers and administrators also meet quarterly with students to discuss disciplinary data and goals.

A hard-and-fast “zero tolerance” policy sounds good as a slogan, but the bottom line is results. While no school should allow behavior that disrupts learning, proactive approaches that stress positive reinforcement appear more promising and effective. 

That said, the numbers still are too high for all races. Ongoing efforts at character education and dispute resolution should help, as well as the support and involvement of parents, who, as always, should be valued partners in their children’s education.
 





7. Two Worlds in Guilford Public Education
By Lewis Pitts in the Carolina Peacemaker, February 10, 2009
http://www.carolinapeacemaker.com/News/search/ArchiveContent.asp?NewsID=94229&sID=
I don’t know what theoretical physicists say about the existence of parallel universes, but I do know there are two different worlds in public education. In the “world” of Guilford County School officials, things are fine. This is the news the public gets through school system public relations efforts and the media. Programs with cool names such as Mission Possible and Andrews Aviation Academy are established and may help some students.
A new African American superintendant is hired and generates, it seems, more media coverage than even President Obama. At a community event held on Jan. 27th, Superintendent Maurice “Mo” Green released his Strategic Plan which sounds wonderful— on paper. 
The Guilford Education Alliance and the News & Record convened a breakfast event last November with syndicated columnist Leonard Pitts where approximately 500 well-meaning people attended. Big name corporations sent representatives, donated money and pledged support for the type of education necessary to compete in the global economy. 
School Board members, the superintendant, and other notables at that event detailed a lengthy list of programs, accomplishments, and reasons to be proud of our school system. Except for a wonderful opening prayer poem tearfully read by Margaret Arbuckle about the horrors some children face daily, the theme of each local speaker with oratory skill is the same— “We must not focus on the negative; our children deserve better than negativity; they deserve positive attitudes and celebration.” 
I was there and saw hundreds of heads nodding in agreement. Such a positive spirit was created that I found myself tempted to nod in agreement as my eyes welled-up with tears in appreciation for all the good people doing good things for children. 
But the stark and contrasting reality of the “other world” jars me out of euphoria and into moral outrage and indignation. My colleagues and I, with Legal Aid of North Carolina, represent low-income children who have been denied education rights such as a constitutionally adequate education, special education, due process before suspension, and tutorial assistance when they are at risk of academic failure. Our clients, mostly African American, confront a “world” not worthy of celebration. 
A look at a student’s school records that has those pocket-size school photographs pasted onto it beginning with kindergarten or first grade can reveal a sad story. 
For example, there’s Antwone, with a big smile in the first grade; his report card says he is a smart boy who likes to learn. The next year’s picture again shows bright eyes and a smile of childish curiosity and potential. Similar encouraging comments are written by the teachers. 
So it goes until about the fifth grade. When Antwone is a the ninth grader, his school record reveals a young man who is sad, sullen, bored, reading at the 3rd grade level yet getting no meaningful tutoring, and about to be suspended from school “for the rest of the school year.” 
The hope that was once in his eyes are long gone; he’s headed for the streets; there are tears in our eyes as we ask “what happened?” 
We discover that his mother asked for meetings with the teachers, complained for years that he wasn’t getting the help he needed, and she and the assistant principal have clashed repeatedly. 
Going to school feels like a battleground of hostility where she and Antwone are blamed. 
We learn that a group of parents from schools where there is a high concentration of low-income students (called Title I schools by the federal government) want to help organize other parents to become more involved and air their concerns. 
The parents are viewed as trouble-makers and are treated with hostility by the school district’s Title I office which exists to encourage parent involvement. 
Then we find out that at least one high school has classes where some students are not provided with text books. There are students with excessive absences yet these students do not get the legally required home visits and “analysis” by the school social worker to determine the cause of the absences so that modifications can be made to remedy the problem. 
Many parents believe there is a concerted effort to push out their “problem” students by having them “voluntarily withdraw” from school so the system does not score the students as “drop-outs.” 
Guilford County School records reveal that in the 2007-2008 academic year, half of the 32,412 students in third through eighth grades flunked the End of Grade Achievement tests in reading and math. In the high schools (9th-12th grade), approximately one third of the 45,569 students failed the End of Course Achievement tests in the core subjects. For African Americans, the failure rate was more than 50 percent; for Hispanic students the failure rate was about 45 percent. 
Students failing the tests are “at risk of academic failure” and entitled by state law to receive a Personal Education Plan (PEP) with tailored interventions developed from individual assessments of the unique needs of each student. 
These plans are to be monitored and adjusted as needed. However, the promised interventions are a sham. More than 16,000 students in grades 3-8 need and are entitled to PEPs. It would take tens of thousands of dollars to meaningfully do the assessments, provide the staff, and monitor the PEPs if they were actually developed. 
Think about it. If the system worked, and the PEPs were in place, we would not see the deplorable failure rates year after year. The PEP concept is useful when a few students need tutorial help. However, when huge numbers are failing, we can rightfully conclude that there is something fundamentally wrong with the school curriculum, teaching for the test, and/or motivation.
Yes, the “other world” will quickly squeal that the test’s grading scale was made more difficult last year and thus lower scores were reported. There is always some excuse to spin that things are really not that bad. Those who raise questions about the troubling news are quickly labeled trouble-makers and nay-sayers to be snubbed.
These problems exist statewide and nationally, not just in Guilford County. There does seem to be two worlds. Despite the many hard working, well-meaning people involved in our schools, the very limited resources available means that many students are simply not getting the education promised them by our state constitution and statutes. 
When one “world” wants to promote only or even primarily all that is good in the schools, we fail to address root inequities. 
When they say, “don’t focus on the negative,” those who experience another “world,” where lack of adequate education results in economic hardship, wasted lives, prison, pain and unfulfilled potential, are essentially discredited.
We must be willing to talk candidly and honestly about the economic and educational inequalities in society. 
We must talk about how high stakes standardized tests are ruining the art of teaching and destroying the desire to lean in children. 
We must talk about poverty, drug violence, lack of healthcare, lack of childcare, unemployment, low wages, discrimination and the other factors known to impact educational opportunity. 
As the dominant discussion becomes about budget cuts for schools, our differing education worlds must unite to demand that our nation, state and local governments spend the additional funds necessary to redress documented inequalities so as to provide a sound basic education for all students.
The children deserve no less.

Lewis Pitts lives in Greensboro. He has been a public interest attorney for 35 years and is managing attorney for Advocates for Children’s Services of Legal Aid of North Carolina.
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