The following collection of articles from the Lexington Herald-Leader outline several issues related to Cassidy School during my tenure.

ISSUE #1

The Equity Task Force Report and redistricting

CASSIDY PARENTS QUESTION EFFECTS OF REDISTRICTING PLAN

Lexington Herald-Leader (KY)
March 16, 1990
Author: Siona Carpenter Herald-Leader staff writer
Parents at Lexington's Cassidy Elementary School last night raised concerns about crowded classrooms and strained resources in light of a proposed school redistricting plan that would bring in more students from the Bluegrass- Aspendale housing project.

In a 90-minute forum with Fayette County school officials, parents questioned the proposal, which would send almost 90 additional children from Bluegrass-Aspendale to Cassidy. 

More than 150 parents attended the forum in Cassidy's auditorium. Parents submitted written questions about the proposed redistricting and heard them answered by a panel that included Fayette County School Superintendent Ronald Walton.

The redistricting proposal, which goes before the Fayette County School Board on Monday, changes district lines in Bluegrass-Aspendale to divide children among five elementary schools instead of 11.

Cassidy now has 623 students and holds some classes in temporary "portable classrooms." Under the proposal and the district's move to middle schools, Cassidy would have 37 fewer students next year, which parents said would not solve crowding.

Linda Kegley, a former Cassidy PTA president, said parents had hoped the district's move to middle schools would bring relief to overcrowded conditions.

"Conditions have now changed, but our expectations have not," Kegley said, drawing loud applause from the crowd of more than 150 parents.

However, Edythe Jones Hayes, deputy superintendent for instruction, and Cassidy Principal Richard Day said Cassidy would have room next year to house all classrooms in the main building.

Walton said issues such as Cassidy's space problems and the projected underpopulation of some elementary schools in the district might lead to new school district lines being drawn in the future.

"If push came to shove, we would have to look at a major redistricting for the district," he said.

Other parents -- in written questions that were posed to the panel -- asked how Cassidy, a school regarded as highly competitive, would respond to the influx of "at-risk" students.

Day said it would be impossible to guess the implications of the additional Bluegrass-Aspendale children.

"It would be wrong of us to assume that we know what the implications are," he said.

"I don't really care where the new students come from . . . We need to find some way to welcome them and make them feel comfortable here."

Under the proposal, the new school districts would correspond to plans to renovate the housing project into five distinct clusters of housing and to reduce the number of apartment units.

In addition to Cassidy, Bluegrass-Aspendale children would attend Ashland, Clays Mill, Julia R. Ewan and Yates elementary schools under the redistricting.

Children from the housing project now attend those five schools and six others: Breckinridge, Dixie, Johnson, Julius Marks, Maxwell and Southern elementary schools.

Cassidy parents are the only ones among the five schools affected by the proposed redistricting to publicly criticize the plan.

Cassidy's minority population would go from 8 percent to 17 percent under the redistricting. 
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BLUEGRASS-ASPENDALE REDISTRICTING PROPOSAL CALLED STEP FORWARD

Lexington Herald-Leader (KY)
March 18, 1990
Author: Kevin Nance Herald-Leader staff writer

The most far-reaching recommendation of Superintendent Ronald Walton's Educational Equality Task Force last year was the redistricting of the Bluegrass-Aspendale housing project from 11 schools to five.

The 11-school framework, created during the early 1970s to comply with court-ordered integration goals, sometimes meant that black and white students living next door to one another in the housing project went to different schools. 

The board is expected to approve the new plan Monday night.

"The burden of integrating schools in Fayette County has fallen most heavily on those black youngsters and their families," said task force member Nathan Sullivan of the University of Kentucky department of social work. Even though it does not address the need for neighborhood schools for minority Bluegrass-Aspendale children, he said, "This plan is a step in the right direction."

But there are indications that not everyone agrees.

Parents at Cassidy Elementary School, where the minority percentage would double under the plan, called a meeting Thursday night with school system officials to discuss concerns about overcrowding. There were also questions about the potential effect of the redistricting plan on Cassidy's instructional program.

Responding to one of the questions, Board of Education member Austin Simms -- one of the driving forces behind the redistricting plan -- made a brief plea for acceptance and welcome for the incoming Bluegrass-Aspendale children, saying, "They have a right to be here."

Almost all of the Cassidy parents loudly applauded Simms' statement.

But a small group of women in the audience, pointedly, did not. After the meeting, the women declined to be interviewed.

Walton said any concerns that the influx of Bluegrass-Aspendale children might strain resources at Cassidy were unfounded.

"First of all, I don't think we can assume that all of those children are going to need special help," he said. "But if there is a need, the district has additional resources and strategies and personnel for that purpose."

Lauren Weinberg, executive director of the local chapter of the National Conference of Christians and Jews, said she hoped all of the schools receiving new Bluegrass-Aspendale children "will rise to the occasion and say, 'This school is for every student who attends.'

"And if certain children must make the additional sacrifice of getting on a bus every day with no option to pick their neighborhood schools, then surely it is upon all of us to make sure that when they get to the end of that bus trip, they're welcomed, and the school is a place they and their parents feel belongs to them as much as to the people living in that neighborhood.' "

It is a legitimate concern, said James Chapman, co-chairman of the equality task force. He remembered an incident last year in which some Bluegrass- Aspendale parents were invited to tour an elementary school their children had been scheduled to attend.

"It was a very nice gesture, but they were the only parents there. They felt out of place, wandering around the school. Later on we mentioned this to some of the teachers."

Chapman supplied the emphases: "One of them said, 'You know, that's right, we should have had some of our parents show them around our school.' "

Not to worry, said Cassidy Principal Richard Day.

"I have not heard one parent say anything to me about Bluegrass-Aspendale kids not being wanted," he said. "I think the change is going to go well, and it's going to enhance the cultural diversity of our student population. Our problem isn't whether it's going to be a good thing, but how to make these students feel welcome. We're going to do our best." 
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PARENTS, ADMINISTRATORS HOPING 'WAKE-UP CALL' SPURS ACTION ON EQUITY

Lexington Herald-Leader (KY)
December 8, 1993
Author: BARBARA WARD HERALD-LEADER STAFF WRITER

The report may be done, but the work has just begun.

That was the consensus of Fayette County parents and school officials who are digesting the 24-page report of the 1993 Equity Task Force -- the school district's "wake-up call" from Monday night. 

"We've just started," said Les Anderson, principal of Russell Elementary School downtown.

Much lies ahead, agreed Superintendent Ron Walton.

"The task force worked diligently to identify areas of inequities in the schools of Fayette County. The challenge now is for the district and the community to be equally diligent in their efforts to eradicate these inequities," said Walton, who will retire next summer.

Some saw the report as a breath of fresh air.

"Sometimes we've done things in this community not knowing there was prejudice behind it," said Judi Conrad, president of the Parent-Teacher Association Council. "We needed a good wake-up call."

For seven months, a panel of community leaders dug into issues of race, gender and socioeconomic status in Lexington's 53 schools.

The education of black or poor children often fails to measure up to that of whites or those from middle or high incomes, the report found.

It recommended a wide range of changes, including hiring someone whose full-time job would be to monitor equity; redrawing attendance lines to encourage neighborhood schools and diversity; ending busing for desegregation; cutting tracking of students into certain levels of academic study; ensuring minority representation on faculties, site-based councils and other influential groups; and tackling the gap in opportunities between students in north and south Lexington.

Now parents and others are waiting to see what happens next. No action was taken on the report at Monday's meeting, but it will be discussed by the panel and the school board Jan. 12.

"It will only make a difference if action is taken," said Benjamin Brown, whose son attends the Spanish magnet program at Maxwell Elementary.

"I was optimistic before last night's meeting. Now I'm not so sure," said
Roy Woods, a parent of two elementary school pupils. Woods was chosen recently to serve as a minority representative on the Fayette County superintendent search committee.

One of the biggest questions principals had yesterday was how it all could work.

"You've stated what is reality, but how do we deal with that?" said Virgil Covington, principal of Winburn Middle School in north Lexington.

"To a certain degree I would have preferred that it actually stated 'do this, do this, do this,' " Covington said.

P.G. Peeples, an equity taskforce member and president of the Urban League, defended the panel's specificity.

"That's prolonging dealing with what you've already given them to do. It's avoiding the issue," he said.

Covington said he welcomed the report and that he and his site-based council would use it as a guide in evaluating prgrams.

Covington was pleased to see the panel include an endorsement of neighborhood schools because there are children who live within sight of Winburn who are bused elsewhere.

"But there will probably be problems in making the changes," he said, citing opposition last year to redistricting efforts.

Other principals wondered how neighborhood schools and diversity could coincide.

"Everyone would prefer a neighborhood school, but our city is not set up to give the diversity you'd want through neighborhood schools," said Richard Day, principal of Cassidy Elementary in Chevy Chase.

Some chose not to speculate on what effect this report, the third on school equity issues in seven years, would have on the future of Fayette County's 33,000 students.

"The jury's still out on that," Peeples said. "There are many people in the African-American community who are highly suspicious that Lexington is ready to change."

How to get a report

The school system is printing more copies of the Equity Task Force report. To request one, call 281-0102. 
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ISSUE #2

Multi-aged Groupings 

PARENTS NOTICING REFORMS AS MULTI-AGE CLASSES MULTIPLY

Lexington Herald-Leader (KY)
September 7, 1992
Author: Barbara Ward, Herald-Leader education writer

Education reform is hitting home for many more parents of young children this fall, since all of Fayette County's elementary schools are "going primary."

"The reaction has run the gamut," said Cassidy Elementary Principal Richard Day. 

"Some people think it's the best thing since sliced bread. Some think it's
from the devil. But most parents see it as something new that they need to learn more about," he said.

Some traditional-looking classrooms are still around, but by next school year, there will be no kindergarten, first, second or third grade in Kentucky.

Out of the 11 first through third grade classes at Cassidy this year, three are multi-age. The multi-age classroom is a component of the primary program.

In Fayette County, about 40 percent of the kindergarten through third-grade classrooms are multi-age. Most have children from two age groups -- first and second graders, for example.

But all of the classrooms have begun another component of the program, using materials and methods geared to teaching things when a student is ready, not by a prescribed curriculum.

Janet Moughler, the parent of a student at Southern Elementary, is pleased that her daughter, third-grader Elizabeth, is in primary school.

"She comes home very excited," said Moughler, PTA president at the school. "She got to pick her own spelling words this week rather than having to follow a list."

Moughler said parental concerns at Southern about the primary program had been minimal. "I think they've done a good job at getting the parents ready," she said.

Mace Goday, president of the PTA district covering 15 Central Kentucky counties and of the Cardinal Valley PTA, said she also had heard few complaints.

The county's two assistant superintendents said they had received few reports of parents pulling their children out of public schools because of the program.

"People have said to me that that is occurring. But we don't have any evidence of it," said Assistant Superintendent Neil D. Stiegelmeyer.

Admissions directors at the Lexington School and Sayre School, two of Lexington's private schools that feature a more traditional approach, said their numbers are up, but not drastically.

"I can't say they are flocking to the door because of primary school," said Carolyn Blackburn of the Lexington School, which has about 140 pupils in grades one through three this year, compared with 130 last year.

Bobbie Parsons of Sayre said that school also has more students this year. "But I don't know if it's a result of primary school or not," she said, adding that the new students are from all the grades, not just the younger ones.

"We have had a lot of questions about the difference between our program and primary school. But many things go into the decision of private school," she said.

Stiegelmeyer said he is pleased with what he sees going on in Fayette County's primary classrooms.

"We are going through a period where there are a lot of questions and fears," he said. "But it's exciting. I see so many more parents in the classroom now." 
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CASSIDY WEIGHS RETURN TO SINGLE GRADES

Lexington Herald-Leader (KY)
April 20, 1996
Author: Krista Paul, Herald-Leader Education Writer

Lexington's Cassidy Elementary is taking the first steps in considering the elimination of a controversial program that groups young students from several grades together.

The school is thinking about the change in the "ungraded primary program" because of a change in state law. But state education officials say the school is misinterpreting the law. 

Cassidy parents and teachers met Thursday to talk about the possibility of reverting to traditional grade levels.

Of 13 teachers in the primary program at Cassidy, 11 want their school to return to traditional kindergarten, first, second and third grades and move away from the current grouping of children of different ages in the same classroom.

"I feel now like I'm cheating both grades," said Marcia Foster, who teaches a mixed second- and third-grade class at Cassidy. "I'm not able to give the foundation to my second-graders, and with my third-graders, I feel like I'm not taking them as far as I can because I have these second-graders I don't want to lose."

The school now has kindergartners and first-graders grouped together and second- and third-graders grouped together. That arrangement, known as multi-age, multi-ability grouping, is one of the trademarks of the 1990 Kentucky Education Reform Act's ungraded primary program.

But most Cassidy teachers - and teachers at some other schools across Kentucky - are saying they want out of that system, as are most parents, said Richard Day, Cassidy's principal.

Up until this week, the school thought action by the 1996 General Assembly would allow them to do that.

But the state Education Department and the legislator who spearheaded the change in state law say schools that try to dump multi-age, multi-ability grouping misinterpret the law.

The law says that schools in Kentucky get to decide "the extent to which multi-age groupings are necessary" to meet the goals of education reform. That language actually comes out of the 1996 budget bill, which holds the force of law.

The legislature also debated eliminating the multi-age groupings from the statute entirely, which probably would have given schools more flexibility in going back toward traditional classes. But that bill did not pass.

Despite that, Cassidy's principal thinks the language in the budget bill means schools can reconsider having multi-age grouping.

"What this law says is that each school council shall decide the extent to which multi-age groupings are used," Day said. "That may be 100 percent or it may be zero percent. It seems very clear to me that councils have the option to decide what's best for their kids."

The Education Department disagrees.

"Returning to a graded structure is not an option for schools," said Jim Parks, a department spokesperson.

In fact, top state education officials told superintendents at a meeting Thursday in Frankfort that the new law does not allow schools to go back to a traditional structure.

The Department of Education, working in conjunction with the legislative sponsor of the budget bill, will also be faxing letters to all superintendents explaining that "it is expected that multi-age, multi-ability instruction be part of the program in every school."

The department is basing that on the fact that the statute that established the ungraded primary program - including the part that requires multi-age and multi-ability grouping - has not been changed.

"Multi-age grouping is still required by law," Parks said. "The new language is merely an attempt to clarify that schools have flexibility in deciding how to group children . . . If schools are designing programs that meet the needs of the children, most groupings will not be based on their age."

Rep. Harry Moberly, D-Richmond, pushed for the new language that gives schools more flexibility. But even he says the intent was not for schools to go back to all traditional classrooms.

"I wouldn't expect that this would mean schools can go back to single-aged groupings all day," Moberly said. "That would be very suspect."

"But if schools decide to organize based on single-age and then move some of the children around into different groups during the day, that would be appropriate," he said.

Newton Parrish Elementary in Owensboro decided Monday to give parents options regarding its primary program.

Starting in the fall, parents can place their children in a traditional, single-year class that will occasionally group students of different ages. Or parents can put their children in the all-day multi-age groupings used now.

The principal will reserve the right to make the final decisions concerning the best placement for all children.

"The new bill made us feel we had the legislature's blessing to do this combination," said Jim Mattingly, principal at Owensboro's Newton Parrish Elementary. "Before this change, we probably would have felt we had to do more multi-age grouping than we've now decided to do. "

Cassidy Elementary is also considering several options, including a combination of traditional grade levels and multi-age groupings. The council will have a special meeting to look at several proposals on May 2 at 7 p.m. in the school's library.

Parent Teresa Lawrence, who has a child in a kindergarten-first grade class at Cassidy, wants to see the traditional approach brought back.

"I'm ready to vote right now," she said. "I want straight, traditional grades."

Other parents say that if most teachers are unhappy with multi-age grouping, that may be reason enough to revert to the old approach.

"I'd like to know my child's teacher is happy with the situation they're working in," said parent Peggy Graddy.

Teacher Barbara Abshire, one of only two primary teachers at Cassidy who wouldn't mind keeping multi-age groupings, said she thinks the current set-up gives her the ability to cover all skill levels of children more easily than single grade levels would. But she agrees that teachers need to believe in what they're doing for education to be effective.

"When teachers are happy what they're doing is right, they do their best," she said. 

  Caption:   Rep. Harry Moberly, who pushed for the new language that gives schools more flexibility, said it does not allow schools to return to a single-grade system, but provides leeway on how students may be grouped. 

Rob Carr 
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CASSIDY VOTES TO DIVIDE HOMEROOMS BY AGE AND GRADE

Lexington Herald-Leader (KY)
May 3, 1996
Author: Bridget Mount, Herald-Leader Staff Writer

Cassidy Elementary School's site-based council voted last night to send pupils to homerooms with only those of their age and grade.

But the council also agreed to have students participate in multi-age , multi-ability programs throughout the day - every day, said Principal Richard Day. 

Students will now report to a homeroom based on their age or grade, Day said. The teachers will then work together to develop multi-age programs and decide where to place the students based on ability, Day said.

Last month, Cassidy took what seemed to be the first steps in eliminating the controversial ungraded primary program, which groups pupils from several grades together. The school based the idea on a recent change in state law that stated schools could decide the extent to which multi-age grouping is necessary. Eleven of 13 primary program teachers at Cassidy wanted to return to the traditional kindergarten through third grades.

But Department of Education officials said Cassidy was misinterpreting the law, and sent faxes to all schools explaining that multi-age, multi-ability instruction was to remain in every school. The multi-age, multi-ability grouping is one of the hallmarks of the 1990 Kentucky Education Reform Act.

The fax helped the site-based council with its decision last night, Day said. "The memo was very helpful to try to define the parameters," Day said.

The council also voted to convert three instructional assistant positions to one teacher position. The teacher will be needed for Cassidy's new primary system. 
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CASSIDY PLAN FOR COMBINING AGE LEVELS LEGAL, STATE SAYS

Lexington Herald-Leader (KY)
May 4, 1996
Author: Bridget Mount, Herald-Leader Staff Writer

Cassidy Elementary's newly approved plan to combine single-age homerooms with multi-age activities in its primary program appears to meet the requirements of state law, according to Education Department officials.

"From what we see right now, it seems to be following the letter of the law," said Lisa York, Education Department spokeswoman.

The school's site-based council Thursday night voted to send pupils to homerooms with only those of their age and grade. But the council also agreed to have students participate every day in multi-age, multi-ability programs throughout the day. 

Cassidy initially considered eliminating the ungraded-primary program, which mixes students of different ages and abilities. The school based the concept on a recent change in state law that said schools could decide the extent to which they should have multi-age, multi-ability learning.

But the Education Department said Cassidy was misinterpreting the law and sent out a statement saying multi-age, multi-ability learning had to be in all of the elementary schools. Cassidy Principal Richard Day said that statement helped the council with its decision Thursday night.

The memo cleared up questions for many schools about the change in the law, which was written in confusing legal terms, York said.

"I am really glad that Mr. Day thought our memo was helpful," York said.

York added that the department's legal office had not reviewed the change, but that it looked like it complied with the memo.

Day said other school principals and parents were calling him yesterday, asking about the new primary program. Several parents asked how they could enroll their children at Cassidy, he said.

The change allows Cassidy to go back to a somewhat more traditional kindergarten-through-third-grade approach, yet keep elements of the ungraded-primary program, one of the hallmarks of the 1990 Kentucky Education Reform Act.

"We have a little bit more ability to control our own destiny," Day said.

More flexibility and control for each school was the intent of Rep. Harry Moberly, D-Richmond, who pushed for the new language. But Moberly said the intent was not for schools to go back to all traditional classrooms.

Moberly said yesterday that he approved of Cassidy's action.

"As long as they meet the needs of the students," he added.

He also agreed that the Education Department's memo helped everyone understand the intent of the changed law.

Other Kentucky schools are looking to possibly revamp their primary program, York said. 
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ISSUE #3

15th Amendment defense

CASSIDY SCHOOL DECISION DRAWS CHALLENGE COUNCIL MINORITY MEMBERSHIP POLICY CRITICIZED

Lexington Herald-Leader (KY)
June 22, 1994
Author: LUCY MAY, HERALD-LEADER EDUCATION WRITER

A shady campus in Lexington became the latest testing site for education reform yesterday when a state lawmaker lambasted the elementary school for coming up with its own way of getting minority parents elected to its council.

Sen. Gerald Neal, D-Louisville, assailed Cassidy Elementary School's plan, saying it does not live up to the letter of a state law passed during the regular legislative session. But a Fayette County education official defended the school's right to resolve the issue the way it sees fit. 

The clash puts one of the fundamental precepts of education reform, local school control, at odds with the issue of minority representation.

Neal co-sponsored a law passed during the regular legislative session that would require schools with at least 8 percent minority students to have a minority representative on their councils.

Under the law, if no minorities are elected by teachers or parents to serve on the council and the principal also is white, minority parents are supposed to elect a minority representative, thereby expanding the council.

Cassidy wants the state school board to approve a plan that would allow white parents to vote for the minority representative too, said Principal Richard Day.

"Quite frankly, I find it offensive," Neal said. "These people should be getting to the table and following the law instead of worrying about who should be at the table."

The Fayette County school board approved Cassidy's plan Monday night. The plan will go next to the state school board.

School board Chairman Barth Pemberton said state law requires the board to approve Cassidy's plan so the state school board can decide on it.

Neal said he doesn't think the state school board has the authority to
allow such a change and added that, "As far as I'm concerned, the local school board itself passed the buck if that's their argument."

Pemberton said Neal's arguments sound like "pride of authorship."

"It's interesting that the legislature wants to talk about grass-roots control and wants to dictate every damn thing down the pike from Frankfort," Pemberton said.

Pemberton said the Fayette County school board is criticized by the Herald- Leader and state leaders when it doesn't follow the wishes of schools like Cassidy that have school councils in place.

"This, to me, was a no-brainer," he said. "We had nothing to lose and everything to gain."

School councils make decisions regarding such things as curriculum, discipline and scheduling and are typically composed of the principal, three teachers and two parents.

Under Cassidy's proposal, there would be a second round of voting on the night that parent council members are elected if the council lacks a minority member. In that second round of voting, all parents would elect a minority parent council member.

Cassidy has 15 percent black students and 1 percent students from other minority backgrounds, Day said.

Day said parents wanted to hold the election that way so minority parents wouldn't get an additional vote on the basis of their race.

"It's almost like we've been asked to close our eyes to an election based on what race a person is, whether they can run in it or whether they can vote in it," Day said of the law. "It doesn't have to be that way."

But Neal said that if parents and teachers are concerned about the election process set forth in the law, they can choose a minority representative in their regular elections. That way, he said, they could avoid the law all together. 
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BLACK GROUP OPPOSES CASSIDY COUNCIL PLAN SCHOOL WOULD ALLOW WHITE PARENTS TO VOTE FOR MINORITY REPRESENTATIVE

Lexington Herald-Leader (KY)
June 24, 1994
Author: LUCY MAY, HERALD-LEADER EDUCATION WRITER

The African-American Education Coalition in Lexington strongly opposes Cassidy Elementary School's plan to let white parents help elect a minority parent to the school council.

P.G. Peeples, executive director of the local Urban League and a member of the coalition, said he thinks Cassidy's plan is an attempt to circumvent and tinker with a state law passed during the regular legislative session that guarantees a minority voice on councils at schools with at least 8 percent minority students. 

That law, co-sponsored by Sen. Gerald Neal, D-Louisville, and Sen. Ed Ford, D-Cynthiana, takes effect in July. Under the law, if there is no minority on the school council after the teachers elect three members and the parents elect two members, the principal must organize a special election to elect a minority parent representative.

While the law does not clearly spell out who should vote in that election, Ford and Neal said it is the intent of the legislature that only minority parents vote.

In the Cassidy plan, all parents -- minority and white -- would elect a minority parent representative the same night they elect the other two parents if neither of those other parents is a minority.

Ford explained the concerns of some supporters of the law this way yesterday: "If you do that, they might elect an Uncle Tom. Then the minority might be even less represented."

Cassidy Principal Richard Day said parents at his school -- black and white -- support the plan because they don't think minority parents should have a special election based on their race.

Fayette County school board Chairman Barth Pemberton has said the issue comes down to local control. The state's school reform law gives schools the authority to make important decisions through school councils, but the state also wants to control certain things, he said.

Cassidy has 15 percent black students and 1 percent other minority students.

Based on figures from October 1993, 41 of Fayette County's 49 schools with school councils have at least 8 percent minority students and will have to deal with the issue this fall, according to the state Education Department. Statewide, there are 171 such schools out of 700 with councils.

School councils make decisions about such things as curriculum, discipline and scheduling and are typically composed of the principal, three teachers and two parents.

If the principal is a minority or a minority is selected by teachers or parents in initial elections, the law does not take effect.

Neal and Peeples said that is where the solution lies.

"If the playing field was level and we had assurances that people were going to do the right thing in terms of fairness and representation, we wouldn't be having these discussions," Peeples said.

Ford said that the law he and Neal co-sponsored gives special privileges for minority groups but that such privileges are acceptable in society.

"I honestly think what we're talking about is trying to represent the needs of children on these councils," Ford said. "Me, as a Caucasian, middle-class person, probably can't understand the needs of minority children from the ghetto, be it right or wrong."

On Monday, the Fayette County school board approved Cassidy's plan and sent it to the state school board. The state board has the authority to approve the make-up of school councils that don't fit the standard model of the principal, three teachers and two parents.

Neal said he doesn't think the state board has the authority to approve Cassidy's plan, which would change the way the minority parent gets elected. But Ford said he thinks the state board could approve or reject the plan, although the issue could wind up in court.

"Well-meaning folks disagree with this, and I can understand that," Ford said.

But, when asked his reaction to the concerns of Day and others, Peeples referred to the controversy Fayette County faced when its superintendent search committee was all white.

Finally, after state legislation was introduced and the governor intervened, a group of black parents elected a black representative to the search committee. From that process, the African-American Education Coalition was born.

"My question is, where were those people last summer when we were dealing with the rightness and wrongness of representation when it was clear that African-Americans were not represented in the democratic process?" 

Day Peeples
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NEITHER O.J. NOR CASSIDY SCHOOL IS ABOVE LAW

Lexington Herald-Leader (KY)
June 26, 1994
Author: Merlene Davis Herald-Leader columnist

I've avoided writing about the hottest topic of the day, mainly because more has been written and spoken in the last two weeks about O.J. Simpson than in all of his 46 years.

Some are sure of his guilt; others swear by his innocence. I'm somewhere in between. 

If he is found guilty, I will be the first to demand the harshest punishment under California law. That's justice. That's the law. And O.J., despite what is suggested by his past brushes with the legal system, is not above the law.

None of us is.

So, how can members of Cassidy Elementary School's council think it is OK to get special permission to sidestep a law written last year after the fiasco regarding representation on the superintendent search committee?

Cassidy went before the Fayette County public school board last week and asked for permission to continue its quest to exist above the law. The school wants to be exempt from a state law whose intent is to have minorities elect a representative at schools where there is at least 8 percent minority enrollment and a white principal. The purpose of the law is to ensure minorities have representation on a school's decision-making panel.

That's basically it.

Cassidy agrees with that aspect of the law. But it wants to change how that minority is selected.

The law says that if a minority representative is not selected in normal elections, then there is to be a special election to elect that representative.

That's what happened in Fayette County last summer when blacks couldn't get a representative on the superintendent search committee. Two positions opened up, but the folks, mostly white, who were responsible for electing members to that committee continued to thumb their noses at the wishes of the black community. With two chances and growing disapproval from the black community, two whites were put on the board.

Gov. Brereton Jones had to descend from Frankfort, hold meetings in the black community and with members of the school board and declare the entire affair a throwback to the '50s before a special election was set up and a black elected to that committee.

White folks, it was concluded by many, did not have black folks' interests at heart.

But now Cassidy wants to change intent of a state law that was passed specifically because of Lexington's backward ways.

Principal Richard Day insists that with a model he is proposing, a minority will sit on the council. Period. But he wants that minority candidate democratically elected by all parents, not just black ones.

I don't understand the concern.

Is it because Cassidy wants white parents to have complete control of all decisions regarding that school? Blacks make up about 15 percent of the student population. That means about 85 percent of the parents are white.

With those odds, who will actually have the final say over which black candidate is elected?

Certainly not black folk.

If Cassidy teachers can't manage to elect a black from their ranks and Cassidy parents can't select a black for the committee in the first round, there needs to be something in place to ensure that the minority is ruled by the candidate of their choice. At more than a 5-to-1 majority, the white voices will be heard. Black voices would be silenced.

For black kids, that spells education without representation. 
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CASSIDY PLAN AWAITS ATTORNEY GENERAL'S RULING

Lexington Herald-Leader (KY)
August 18, 1994
Author: LUCY MAY, HERALD-LEADER EDUCATION WRITER

The state school board probably doesn't have the authority to approve Cassidy Elementary School's plan to let white parents help elect a minority parent to the school council.

That's the opinion of Kevin Noland, the state Education Department's chief legal counsel. 

The Fayette County school board sent the plan to the state school board
because it has the authority to approve alternative models for school councils.

But Noland doesn't think Cassidy's plan is an alternative model as defined by state law. The law refers to alternative "administrative structures," which Noland said means committee structure and membership and is separate from how council members are elected.

Cassidy's plan apparently is unique.

The state Education Department's division of school-based decision-making
hasn't received any other requests to change the way minority parents are elected, said Charles Edwards, director of the division.

The state attorney general's office is expected to weigh in on the issue in the coming weeks. Rep. Bill Lear, D-Lexington, asked for an attorney general's opinion on the issue, but that isn't finished yet.

Noland said his office will accept whatever recommendation the attorney general's office makes, and he hopes that opinion is finished before the state board's meeting Sept. 7. Cassidy's election is scheduled for Sept. 20.

For Cassidy Principal Richard Day, the question is bigger. It's about the Constitution.

Day has argued that if he denies a white parent the right to vote for a minority parent candidate for the council, he would be denying that parent the right to vote based on race. That, he said, would be a violation of the 15th Amendment, which says the right to vote cannot be denied based on race.

"What we're really talking about is an issue of some national concern," Day said.

A law passed during the last legislative session requires schools with at least 8 percent minority students to have a minority representative on the school council.

Cassidy has 15 percent black students and 1 percent other minority students.

The councils, which were given broad authority to make decisions about daily school operations under Kentucky's school reform act, are typically made up of the principal, three teachers and two parents.

Under the law, if there is no minority on the school council after the teachers elect three members and the parents elect two members, the principal must organize a special election to elect a minority parent representative.

While the law doesn't clearly spell out who should vote in that election, the law's sponsors say it is the intent of the legislature that only parents of minority students vote.

In the Cassidy plan, all parents -- minority and white -- would elect a minority parent representative the same night they elect the other two parents if neither of those parents is a minority.

Sen. Gerald Neal, D-Louisville and one of the law's co-sponsors, has said Cassidy can avoid the constitutional question by electing a minority representative to the council in their regular voting.

State school board Chairman Joseph Kelly said he understood the law to
allow the minority representative to be elected by the minority community.

"We've tried to abide by the statutes as written, and often times the beauty is in the eye of the beholder," Kelly said. "It sounds like something that might either wind up in court or back in the legislature."

Day said that as far as he is concerned, the state school board has the last word. Even if the state board rejects Cassidy's plan or decides not to vote on it, it would be up to a parent to challenge it in court, he said.

"There is no one who wants to retreat from the ultimate goal," Day said. "We're going to hope somebody doesn't have a field day with us and think we're racists." 
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STATE PANEL REJECTS PLAN FOR CASSIDY MINORITY VOTE

Lexington Herald-Leader (KY)
September 8, 1994
Author: LUCY MAY, HERALD-LEADER EDUCATION WRITER

OWENSBORO -- A panel of state school board members rejected Cassidy Elementary School's controversial plan to let white parents help elect a minority parent to its school council.

Principal Richard Day said the Lexington school will hold a special election later this month to elect a minority parent, and he expects a lawsuit soon after. 

In other business, the state board voted to give Education Commissioner Thomas Boysen a raise and approved a new superintendent for the Kentucky School for the Deaf. A board committee also decided to eliminate multiple- choice questions from state tests.

Cassidy plan
After heated discussion, the board's Learning Support/Learning Results Committee rejected Cassidy Elementary's plan.

Day argued that if he denies a white parent the right to vote for a minority parent candidate, he would be denying that right to vote based on race. That, he said, would violate the 15th Amendment to the U.S. Constitution, which says the right to vote can't be denied based on race.

A new law requires schools with at least 8 percent minority students to have a minority representative on the school council. Cassidy has 15 percent black students and 1 percent other minority students.

Under the law, if there is no minority on the school council after the teachers elect three members and parents elect two, the principal must organize a special election to elect a minority parent.

An attorney general's opinion issued yesterday said only the parents of minority students can vote in that election. Day said he doesn't understand how that is constitutional, and the opinion offered no explanation.

The full board is scheduled to take up the issue today.
Boysen's raise
The board's unanimous vote to increase Boysen's $125,000 annual salary will amount to a 5 percent increase for the next two years, said board Chairman Joseph Kelly.

It is the first raise Boysen has gotten since he started as the state's first appointed education commissioner in January 1991. The raise, which Kelly said is the same percentage increase as other state managers will get, will bring his salary to $131,250 this year and $137,812.50 next year.

The state board, which is meeting in Owensboro this week, completed Boysen's final evaluation Tuesday night, but the final document will not be ready until later this week.
School for the Deaf
The state board approved without opposition Boysen's recommendation to hire Harvey Corson as the new superintendent for the Kentucky School for the Deaf.

Corson, who is deaf, was one of three finalists for the job. He is now a vice president at Gallaudet University in Washington, D.C., and is a former superintendent for the Kentucky School for the Deaf.
Multiple choice
The Learning Support/Learning Results Committee also dealt with the thorny issue of multiple-choice questions on the state tests that determine whether schools are succeeding or failing under school reform.

The tests have included multiple-choice questions since the first year they were given, but those questions have never been counted in schools' scores, said Ed Reidy, the deputy commissioner in charge of the testing system.

Department officials thought it was time to either count the multiple- choice questions -- cited as part of the problem before school reform -- or take them off the tests.

Yesterday, the committee voted to take them off the test and then re- examine the issue after a more thorough study. The full board will consider the issue today.

Marnel Moorman, president of the Kentucky Education Association, said he thought the committee did the right thing, adding, "I think it's very, very important that we don't change gears and we don't send mixed messages." 
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FEW MINORITIES VOTING FOR SCHOOL COUNCIL SEATS

Lexington Herald-Leader (KY)
October 11, 1994
Author: KRISTA PAUL, HERALD-LEADER EDUCATION WRITER

After special legislation enacted this year gave parents of minority children a voice in electing members of site-based decision-making councils, most minorities apparently aren't bothering to vote.

A Herald-Leader spot check of 20 schools in 12 counties that have scheduled special minority elections showed most schools have had extremely poor turnouts. 

All over the state, minority parents are rarely attending the special elections. In many cases, only the candidates showed up -- to vote for themselves.

Not only are most minorities not voting, they're also not showing much eagerness to run for the positions. Most schools had no nominees or only one -- who often had to be prodded by principals to run for the position.

Take Cassidy Elementary in Fayette County, for example. Cassidy got lots of attention for proposing that all parents, including non-minorities, should vote for the minority member of the council. The state school board turned the proposal down. So the school had a special election.

This is what happened:

Cassidy scheduled a meeting in the Bluegrass-Aspendale area of Lexington, a mostly black neighborhood where many of Cassidy's minority parents live, to explain the forthcoming special election. But only a handful of parents attended.

School officials asked for nominees. One parent nominated herself.

They sent a bus to the Bluegrass-Aspendale area to pick up parents for the special election. No one rode the bus.

In the end, four minority parents showed up to vote: three Jews and one black.

"(The low turnout) didn't surprise me," said Richard Day, principal at Cassidy. "This is exactly the scenario we were trying to avoid. This is a law set up to divide people based on ethnicity."

The law, which went into effect in July, requires a special election among minority parents at schools that have 8 percent or more minority students but don't already have a minority on the council.

P.G. Peeples, president of the Lexington Urban League and a member of the African-American Education Coalition, doesn't think the issue is one of race. He thinks it's a problem of low participation at all site-based elections -- not just those involving minorities.

"It's really, really important for the public to understand that site-based elections have not been well-attended in general," said Peeples, who argued vehemently on behalf of the African-American Education Coalition that only parents of minority children should be allowed to vote in the special elections.

"Proportionate to the total population, the attendance is all about the same. To me it says more than just a lack of interest on the part of African- American parents."

Peeples emphasized that the coalition is eager to help schools bolster their minority parental participation. But so far, only one Fayette County school has called. Peeples did not remember which school had sought help.

Sen. Ed Ford, D-Cynthiana, co-sponsor of the bill that created the special minority elections, also thinks the low turnout indicates a problem with councils in general.

"There's a lack of understanding (of site-based councils) and lack of familiarity with the process," Ford said. "If the elections are poorly attended, it could be a reflection on the lack of initiative from schools and councils to recruit and encourage participation."

But principals at most schools called yesterday appear to have tried to encourage participation.

Nearly every principal sent letters home with students. Many mailed letters and nomination forms directly to parents. And some schools, such as Cassidy, provided transportation. Still, most minority parents didn't participate.

Some newly elected council members at Kentucky schools want to work to get parents involved -- especially minority parents.

Marian Jackson, a new minority council member at Southern Elementary, thinks minority parents want to be involved. And she plans to help bring that about.

"I want to be a part of educational decisions made for the children at Southern, and I want to get parents involved in the school," said Jackson, who has two children at the school. "Since I've been elected, I've been approaching minorities to let them know I can be their voice."

Of nine Fayette County schools that were required to have special elections, Southern had among the best turnouts, with two candidates and about 20 people voting.

Other new council members don't plan to focus any energy on parents.

Teresa Lewis, the newly elected minority on the Cassidy council, says it doesn't surprise her that minority parents aren't taking part.

"It's no surprise at all," said Lewis, who also said most parents in the Bluegrass-Aspendale area think she's crazy for getting involved. "My heart is for the children to build self-esteem, because I know what kind of parents we're dealing with."

"You cannot make these parents get involved, and I'm not going focus at all on trying."
Herald-Leader staff writer Kathy W. Larkin contributed to this article.

Some examples

of low turnout
The Herald-Leader randomly called 20 schools throughout the state to ask about turnout at special elections for the minority position on site-based decision-making councils. Here are some of the results:

In Fayette County:

Ashland Elementary: Had two candidates and 30 votes, the most of any Fayette County school and any school contacted yesterday. Principal Cathy Crum says that tying the vote to the school's open house made the difference.

Garden Springs Elementary: Had one election with no nominees declaring before the election. No one showed up for the vote, despite sending a bus to transport parents. Another vote is scheduled this week.

James Lane Allen Elementary: One candidate, one vote by the candidate.

Athens Elementary: One candidate, one vote by the candidate.

Breckinridge Elementary: Three candidates, one vote.

Julius Marks Elementary: Five candidates, about 20 votes.

Picadome Elementary: One candidate, 10 votes.

Other counties:

Bardstown Elementary in Nelson County: No candidates, no one showed up to vote.
Northern Elementary in Scott County: One candidate, one vote by the candidate.
Washington County Elementary: Seven candidates, six votes, not all by candidates.
Oakland Elementary in Warren County: Three candidates, three votes, not all by candidates.
Russellville High School in Logan County: Two candidates, one vote.
Central Elementary in Clark County: Three candidates, one vote.


How 'minority' is defined by law


The state law that requires minority representation on site-based councils defines "minority" as:

American Indian; Alaskan native; African American; Hispanic, including persons of Mexican, Puerto Rican, Cuban, and Central American or South American origin; Pacific Islander; or other ethnic group under-represented in the schools.

Charles Edwards, director of school-based decision making for the Education Department, said the last category allows Jews to vote. Several Jews voted in Cassidy Elementary's special site-based election.

Cassidy Principal Richard Day said he was advised by the state Education Department not to question people who come to special minority elections and claim they are minorities -- no matter what they look like.

Edwards also said he would advise principals not to question whether someone is a minority.


-- KRISTA PAUL 

Marian Jackson wants to get parents involved.
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UNLIKE MANY IN TOWN, I CAN ADMIT MY MISTAKES

Lexington Herald-Leader (KY)
January 30, 1996
Author: Merlene Davis Herald-Leader Columnist

Let me clear something up.

Last week, I said Morton Middle School principal Jack Lyons and I have had our differences about seating a minority on the site-based council. 

Well, I was in the wrong church and the wrong pew. The man I should have taken exception with is Cassidy Elementary School principal Richard Day. It is Day who doesn't believe a minority should necessarily be seated on his site-based council. Lyons, whose school doesn't have a council, agrees with me.

I don't want Lyons, who has done some innovative things at Morton, to walk around with the misconception of where his heart is. I hope he forgives my mistake, although when I spoke to him, he said he didn't want an apology.

But apologize I must. I messed up, and the only way to deal with my mistake is to confront it head-on.

This brings me to a point that I'm confused about and that's the mean- spiritedness that has surfaced since this newspaper and reporter Krista Paul began reporting on the inequities that exist in our public schools.

After becoming aware of continuous and harmful mistakes that are made daily when it comes to our poor and black children, the adult thing to do would be to confront and correct those mistakes.

I don't see much of that happening.

I've heard parents say the situation couldn't possibly be as bad as this newspaper says. It seems a lot of them think we at the Herald-Leader have an agenda, one that is set to destroy all that is sacred in favor of turning normal folks' lives upside down.

Those normal folks, of course, are white, middle-class residents of the south side of town.

That's what doesn't make sense.

Most of the people who work in the newsroom of this newspaper are white, middle class and residents of the south side of town. If the newsroom had a negative agenda, it would hurt them, too.

I am naive enough to believe journalists are supposed to be champions of the poor, the powerless, the voiceless and the invisible. I am naive enough to believe that if society revisits the way it treats the least of us, the rest of us will be better for it.

And I am idealistic enough to believe that a teacher's job is to educate.

Some of our children, however, are not being educated. Some of our children are being made to believe they can't compete. Some of our children are failing.

I don't think journalists should ignore that. Information like this should not be dismissed as inevitable.

Everyone has a stake in our children. Everyone.

If your children are doing well because you believe in them and they, in turn, believe in themselves, that's good. Be thankful.

But don't get angry because others want you to know how hard life is for other children. Don't close your mind along with your eyes, ears and mouth once you discover that there are hundreds of children not as fortunate as yours.

That's when the concept of a village comes into play.

I will see to it that my children are given the best opportunity to succeed. I will also see to it that other children do, too. I will confront the problem.

So instead of burying our heads, let's admit the wrongs we have done or condoned and make things right. Let's confront and eliminate the inequities so many of our children must endure.

Some teachers don't believe poor children can master the complexities of algebra, foreign languages or even English.

Lyons believes they can, and the children have proved him right.

All we have to do is follow his lead.

Social activist and former comedian Dick Gregory once said he'd rather have a doctor who told him he had a brain tumor than one who knew but instead chose to talk about Gregory's pretty eyes. Only one of those doctors truly wanted to help.

Which doctor would you prefer? 

Edition:  FINAL
Section:  LIFESTYLE
Page:  2

Copyright (c) 1996 Lexington Herald-Leader

Record Number:  9601040519 

[image: image1.jpg]BY RICHARD DAY

» n Monday, the Herald:Leader
0 published Merlene Davis’ col-

umn, “Unlike many in town, I
scan admit my mistakes.” I wonder.
=The “mistake” she was admitting
Svas a simple case of mistaken iden-
tity where I was confused with Jack
Lyons, the principal and my neigh-
bor at Morton Middle School. So
what if I had to listen to, “Merlene
thinks all you white guys look
alike” jokes all day. No big deal,
right?

T was not the least bit amused,
However, by what followed. She
wrote, “It is Day who doesn't be-
lieve a minority should necessarily
be seated on his site-based council.”

_ This statement is untrue and
she knew it was untrue when she
wrote it. We know this from her
own hand. Back in the summer of
1994, when Cassidy Elementary
School was asking that all parents
be permitted to vote in an election
for a minority representative to
sthool council she wrote the follow-
ing: “The purpose of the law is to
ensure minorities have representa-
tion on a school’s decision-making
panel. That's basically it. Cassidy
agrees with that aspect of the law.
But it wants to change how that
minority is selected.” When she
wrote that column (with the curious
; headline, “Neither OJ. nor Cassidy
1 school is above law,” I did not
+ complain. In fact, I disagreed with
! her opinion but found that the item
was fair and met the standard of
| Journalistic integrity we have a

'
1
'
i

right to expect. So what is the
explanation for this slap in my
face?

Could it be she was not suffi-
ciently careful when it came to
checking the facts? Could it be that
she only remembered what she
wanted to remember from the earli-
er story? Could it be that she unwit-

tingly revealed her own racial prej-*

udices? I don’t know.

But I do know this. The folks at
Cassidy have worked hard to estab-
lish positive relations with our mi-
nority parents, including:

W Holding regular parent-
teacher meetings at the Housing
Authority’s Breckinridge Street
Community Room.

B Setting up polling places for
all council elections in the Blue-
grass-Aspendale neighborhood.

B Arranging transportation for
parents who may need it for all
school events.

M Establishing a fund through
the Cassidy PTA to pay for student
needs (like gymnastics classes or
piano lessons) for students whose
families might not be able to afford
it.

B Establishing Extended
School Services tutoring program.

B Establishing a breakfast pro-
gram to feed hungry children.

M Transporting sick children
home and occasionally, picking up
late children who may have missed
their ride.

W Providing scholarships for
children attending special field
trips.

B Participating in Project Re-
ward (in cooperation with the Hous-
ing Authority) to provide extra aca-
demic assistance and incentives.

W Establishing a parent liaison
who helps communicate school
events to the Bluegrass-Aspendale
neighborhood.

B Supplying materials children
may need to participate in the sci-
ence fair, band, orchestra and other
special programs.

W Making special arrange-
ments which allow parents to regis-
ter new kindergarten students at
the HH. Greene Center on Breckin-
ridge Street.

B The establishment of a
Booster Program (in 1988) to meet a
myriad of special needs including
tutoring, clothing for those who
need it, etc. (This program was
recognized by the Volunteer Center
of the Bluegrass as the Outstanding
School Volunteer Program of 1994
and recipient of The JC Penney
Golden Rule Award).

B And much more.

In as much as we have proacti-
vely addressed the important issues
of race in our school (and continue
to do s0) only to have it trivialized
to the public by an irresponsible or
incompetent columnist bent on pro-
moting her own cavalier attitudes, I
can't think of any reason why*the
entire Cassidy School community
shouldn’t be grossly offended.

M Richard Day is principal of Cas-
sidy Elementary School.





BLACK PARENTS ACROSS NATION URGED TO VISIT SCHOOLS MONDAY

Lexington Herald-Leader (KY)
February 6, 1996
Author: Merlene Davis, Herald-Leader Columnist

Excerpt:
An apology

A week ago, I corrected a mistake I had made. Today, I need to correct that correction.

I said Richard Day, principal of Cassidy Elementary School, didn't want minorities on the site-based council, and that's not factual. I apologize.

I have had disagreements about who should be allowed to vote for the minorities vying for a seat on a school's site-based council. He thinks everyone should have the right to vote. I think only minorities should, which is the law. 
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ISSUE # 4

Magnet Schools vs. Neighborhood Schools

NON-MAGNET SCHOOLS AFRAID THEY COULD LOSE BEST STUDENTS

Lexington Herald-Leader (KY)
November 18, 1996
Author: Kent Fischer, Herald-Leader Education Writer

Unlike hundreds of other parents, Harvie Wilkinson isn't scrambling to get his three children into a new magnet school next year.

He likes his children's neighborhood schools just fine, but he fears other parents might not. In the rush for magnets, he's worried his children's schools might be stripped of their brightest students and left short on resources. 

"There is a long list of magnets and Cassidy (Elementary) is not one of them," said Wilkinson, who sends two children there. His third child is at Morton Middle School.

"I'm not opposed to magnets, but I don't want the neighborhood schools to get less," he said.

Applications for the Fayette County School District's magnet schools and programs are flowing in at a rate of 50 a day, school officials say.

That has left parents and principals fearing their schools will be filled with castoffs and leftovers.

The phenomenon is called "creaming" - allowing the top students to leave neighborhood schools in favor of magnet programs. Nobody is sure whether it will happen here like it has in other cities, but plenty are worried about it.

"They already take out our higher children to go to SCAPA and the (gifted) QUEST program," said Cardinal Valley Elementary Principal Clara Parker. "If you are going to take out more to go to the math program and you take out some more to go to this that and the other, it's a concern for me."

Principals are especially concerned because they are evaluated on their students' performance on state tests. When their brightest students leave for magnet programs, their school scores decline, they say.

"We've always said there has been a `creaming ,' " said Winburn Middle School Principal Virgil Covington.

Since 1990, Winburn's enrollment had dropped from about 600 to 460.

"If you look at where they're going, they are going to magnet schools," Covington said.

Winburn will be adding a magnet program for gifted students next year.

Parents sense competition

Next year, the number of magnet programs in Fayette County will jump from seven to 17, with more on the way. The district will spend more than $1 million on equipment, teachers, and training to start the new programs. Parents fear that is money that would otherwise go to neighborhood schools.

"My gut tells me that magnet schools will get more resources" than neighborhood schools, Wilkinson said.

District budget-makers are working on next year's school budget right now. It's too early to tell which programs might suffer at the expense of the new magnet schools and programs, said Patti Magruder, the district's director of planning and budgeting.

The magnet schools are being opened to help balance the racial and socioeconomic makeup of schools. Instead of busing children out of their neighborhood schools, school officials hope parents will send their children to specialty programs around the county.

Administrators overseeing the magnet programs say "creaming" won't happen. Acceptance into a magnet program will be determined by computer lottery, which won't be influenced by student grades. A student with a C average will have the same probability of getting into a magnet program as a student with an A average, said Anita Jones, the district's director of alternative programs. The lottery, however, will be weighted for race and gender.

"What we are doing is trying to create diversity," Jones said. "Magnet schools have no criteria other than a willingness to pursue a focus. Taking the best and brightest just isn't true."

And all but three magnet schools will draw a majority of their students from surrounding neighborhoods. They will predominantly be neighborhood schools with specialty curriculums, Jones said.

Principals concede that the lottery isn't based on student grades, and the magnets will draw students from surrounding neighborhoods. But, they counter, only parents who are really involved in their children's educations are the ones exploring magnets. And those children, more often than not, are their school's top performers.

Some districts retreat

"Usually the parents who are interested enough to apply for a magnet program are the ones who are engaged in their child's education," said Southern Middle School Principal George Rogers. "When they are not here, that is a loss."

The creaming of students has become such a problem in some cities that school districts are backing away from magnet programs. The Cincinnati school district, for example, has for the last few years been quietly putting more money into its neighborhood schools because they were neglected in favor of its many magnet schools. Pittsburgh is shifting back toward neighborhood schools, years after starting magnets as part of its desegregation plan.

"You have to be a very active parent to get your child into a magnet program," said Margaret Hulbert, a Cincinnati parent who heads a group called Parents for Public Schools. "I don't sense that most of our magnet schools maintain a sense of community in their neighborhoods."

That sense of community is important to parents like Kathy Johnson, whose children attend Cassidy. It's the reason she's not interested in enrolling her children in magnet schools.

"Our neighborhood school is so close, and it's fine quality," Johnson said of Cassidy Elementary, where her two children attend school. "I can run over and help out very easily, so it's easy for me to be involved. I don't have to drive across town."

The school council at Cassidy is concerned enough that it has a committee developing a long-range vision for the school. Parents want the school to figure out how it can compete with magnets.

Cassidy Principal Richard Day said he expects to market his school, much like magnets are doing now. He wants his neighborhood parents to know their children will get as good an education there as they will at a magnet school.

"We don't want our kids to go to another school," Day said. "I certainly don't want the school district to entice people away from Cassidy."

Julie Bradley is another parent who likes her neighborhood school. Her son attends Winburn Middle School, and he's thriving there. She finds all the new magnet programs a bit confusing. She likes Winburn, and that's enough for her.

"It's OK to have a few magnet schools, but every time you turn around it seems like they are turning another school into a magnet," she said. "My son really likes Winburn."


* Herald-Leader researcher Linda Minch contributed to this report. 

Caption:   CHART Herald-Leader Million-dollar magnets 

Edition:  Final
Section:  Main News
Page:  A1

Copyright (c) 1996 Lexington Herald-Leader

Record Number:  9611180087 

FAYETTE MAGNETS, REDISTRICTING BLAMED FOR FALLING NEIGHBORHOOD-SCHOOL ENROLLMENT

Lexington Herald-Leader (KY)
April 10, 1998
Author: Linda J. Johnson, Herald-Leader Education Writer

Morton Middle School students may not be able to take Algebra II and a writing lab next year, because of enrollment losses . Last year the school lost so many students it dropped a sixth-grade Spanish class.

Morton and other neighborhood schools are taking the biggest hits, as the Fayette County school district steps into its brave new world of redistricting and magnet programs. 

The majority of public schools in Fayette County forced to cut staff next year - under current projections - are neighborhood schools, those without magnet programs, according to the district's latest enrollment figures.

" The district, in its zealousness to promote the magnet schools ... needs to be extremely careful to not take away the good programs that exist in the neighborhood schools," said Morton Principal Jack Lyons, who is losing two teaching positions this year. Last year he lost 6.5 teaching positions.

District officials say the schools are losing enrollment for a variety of reasons: redistricting, magnet programs and a dip in Lexington's school-age population. But some principals of neighborhood schools blame the 20 magnet programs for their enrollment - and therefore staffing - losses.

Staffing levels are based on enrollment and under the system's redistricting plan, which goes into effect next year, 20 of 50 schools will gain enough students to justify at least one new position. A total of 15 are losing one or more staff positions.

Of the 15 losing at least one position, 13 are neighborhood schools. Of the 20 gaining one or more positions, only seven are neighborhood schools.

Richard Day, principal of Cassidy Elementary - one of Morton's feeder schools - agrees.

A third of his graduating fifth-graders are not going to Morton, but to magnet schools next year. This will be the third year in a row in which almost one-third of Cassidy's students opt for magnets instead of Morton.

"We are crippling ourselves with this magnet stuff," Day said.

But Robin Fankhauser, the district's director of budget and planning, said the reasons for the enrollment and staffing changes aren't that simple.

Magnet schools are a factor, because they draw in students districtwide, she said.

"Neighborhood schools are going to lose if children want to leave because they applied to a magnet and they were accepted," she said.

But a neighborhood school in a land-locked area that isn't growing and is aging, is going to suffer losses where a magnet school in a similar location won't, Fankhauser said.

Of the 19 elementary neighborhood schools that are losing students, 18 are under capacity by more than 50 students. The most extreme example is Mary Todd Elementary, which will have room for 277 additional students next year.

The reason Mary Todd has so much room is to allow for future growth, said Karolyn Kell , communications director.

As for the other neighborhood schools that are losing, Kell said the main reason is probably redistricting. "Any time you redistrict, you are trying to level out the numbers, so obviously some schools are going to have less," she said.

But other things, like magnet programs, out-of-district requests and magnet school preference areas, affect enrollment levels, Kell said.

Redistricting was done at the elementary and high school levels to ease overcrowding and to make schools more racially diverse.

But the enrollment decline at Morton has nothing to do with redistricting and everything to do with the magnet programs, Lyons insists. Middle schools won't be redistricted until a new middle school is built - and there's no timetable on that yet.

District records list Morton at 608 students for next year, but Lyons said the school will have 570 students after the final magnet offers are factored in. Its capacity is 668.

Morton also isn't losing as much as previously thought, but it's still a concern to Lyons, especially the math class.

"I know that if we are going to improve math (abilities) for every every child in the building, they need to be involved in higher-level skills," he said.

Magnet schools do have an effect on the enrollment levels in schools, acknowledged Russell Behanan, director of middle schools. But Behanan said the lack of redistricting is what's hurting Morton.

The district did a piecemeal redistricting three years ago and moved some Southern Middle School students to Morton, he said. Now, Behanan says that may have been a mistake. Those students will graduate this year and they're not being replaced. That accounts for much of Morton's enrollment loss, Behanan said.

Another problem for Morton, he said, is a general dip in the population that is now at the middle school level. It hit the elementaries a few years ago and will hit the high schools in a few years.

Once the district builds a new middle school - 17 months from the date the land is bought - Morton will get students from the overcrowded schools and that should level the playing field for everyone, Behanan said. 
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SCHEDULE HAS PARENTS SCRAMBLING

Lexington Herald-Leader (KY)
August 18, 1998
Author: Linda J. Johnson, Herald-Leader Education Writer

It wasn't a perfect start of school yesterday throughout Fayette County. But for a district with 33,000 students starting at new times and with a new magnet-school transportation system, it went pretty smoothly, according to school officials and parents.

Some of the ease may have stemmed from the low number of riders in the district's magnet-transportation system - parents often take their children to school the first day. But it may mean fewer parents will use the system because it's not convenient. 

"It will take a couple of days before we know for sure, but if I were wagering, at this point, my estimate would be that we will be seeing more people taking their kids to school" all year, said John Kiser, transportation director.

There were some isolated glitches, however. About 10 to 15 students were left behind at the School for Creative and Performing Arts at Bluegrass, and were still there after 5 p.m. because some buses were running late. Communications director Karolyn Kell said it would be straightened out today.

A potential problem looms at Cassidy Elementary School, which is a drop-off site for several magnet schools. Cassidy lets out at 2:40 p.m., which means Cassidy parents, magnet parents and five buses were vying for the same piece of parking space on Cassidy Avenue at the same time.

Principal Richard Day said that when the buses get on schedule (several were late the first day) and arrive at the same time, it's going to be a problem.

"It was just during this dismissal time that I was concerned," Day said, pointing to a bus blocking the exit from his rear parking lot and looking around at traffic on all sides. It's an accident waiting to happen, he said.

Kell said those kinds of problems would be reviewed quickly.

The calls began pouring into the transportation office on Spring Hill Drive about 6 a.m. Most of them came from parents who waited until the last minute to find out where to take their children to catch magnet buses.

The calls from parents didn't surprise Mona Amatriain , one of four people handling queries from parents and drivers. It happens every year, she said.

She maintained her sense of humor all morning and politely told some parents they needed to hurry. One woman called in wondering where her daughter should catch a bus for Glendover Global Studies Magnet Elementary School. Amatriain calmly looked up her address in the log, found the nearest pickup location for the magnet school and told the caller she had until 6:56 to get there. The clock read 6:52.

As she hung up, she rolled her eyes and sighed.

As the staff handled the questions, the radio blared in the background with drivers calling in, wondering what they should do at stops where no children were waiting.

The answer was the same to each and every one: If you're early, wait. If not, keep moving.

Awkward timing

At Booker T. Washington Montessori Magnet Elementary School, about half the buses that left - bound for numerous elementary, middle and high schools - were empty. Others had a few students apiece.

David Norton took his son, Brett Meredith, 11, there to catch a ride to Russell Cave Model Magnet Elementary School. Norton lives on Winchester Road and has to be at work at 8 a.m. Because of the new busing policy, he has to wake up at 6. He said he wants to keep his son at Russell Cave because it's a good school and he knows the teachers, but, he said, "If this becomes too much of a hassle, I may have him switch schools."

They will try the new pickup route for a couple of weeks before deciding.

Three other students who caught buses at Booker T. belong to Tyrone Johnson. They attend Linlee, The Academy at Lexington elementary school. Johnson said he can take his children, ages 10, 8 and 6, to Booker T. on his way to work. But the afternoons are when he thinks most parents will have problems.

The elementary schools get out at either 2:10 p.m. or 2:40 p.m., too early for most working parents.

Most parents interviewed at Paul Laurence Dunbar High School in the afternoon said that while they are picking up their children at the drop-off site , they aren't dropping off their children for pickup in the morning.

"I just think it's way too early," said Denise Clark of Lexington, who is mother to a first-grader and a third-grader at Meadowthorpe Elementary School. Her children would have to be dropped off at 6 a.m.

Staff writers Brian Bennett and Sarah Webster contributed to this report. 

  Caption:
Janet Worne/Staff 

Dee Patrick of Tates Creek Elementary tried to help Alyssa Howard, 10, find her bus to Booker T. Washington school. 

frank anderson/staff 

A bus dropped off Meadowthorpe Magnet School students yesterday afternoon at Cassidy Elementary School, blocking a parking lot exit as part of first-day congestion. 
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IN FAYETTE COUNTY

Lexington Herald-Leader (KY)
December 4, 1998
Author: Linda J. Johnson, Herald-Leader Education Writer

The already large gap between the best and worst schools in Fayette County widened even more on the latest round of state assessment tests.

Six schools did exceptionally well this year, scoring in the top 10 in their grade levels on either actual score or the percentage of their goal achieved. 

Four of them - Lafayette and Paul Laurence Dunbar high schools and two middle schools, Lexington Traditional Magnet School and the School for the Creative and Performing Arts at Bluegrass - were also in the top 10 in 1997, the first year of the two-year cycle.

Ten other schools, however, are in decline. One, Crawford Middle School, scored so low that it fell into what used to be called the crisis category. Two years ago, only four Lexington schools were in decline.

Morton Middle School, which was listed in decline in 1996, climbed into the top 10 statewide this year and earned rewards .

"That's tremendous," said middle school director Russell Behanan. Morton's work means even more to Behanan because as principal of a neighborhood school, Jack Lyons doesn't have "the luxury of being able to select the kids that come into his school" as the district's magnet programs do, Behanan said.

The assessment tests were taken last spring. The 1998 scores were combined with those from 1997 to create a two-year index, which the state uses to hand out cash rewards to schools that continue to improve beyond a state-required goal.

Four in five of Fayette's 50 schools - including all five high schools - will get cash rewards this school year, something the district calls a victory.

Meadowthorpe Elementary School also joined the top-end schools. It houses a Quest program for gifted students.

"We don't do well unless all of our students do well," said principal Phyllis Peters-Ballard .

"We are always looking for things we can do to improve," said fifth-grade teacher Mary Ann Chamberlain.

And that's what has to happen at the 10 schools in decline, Superintendent Peter Flynn said.

"If we can do it in four out of five schools, why can't we do it in five out of five?" he asked.

Those schools will get additional resources from the district to help them reach the reward status next time, Flynn said.

Seven of them - including Harrison Elementary School, which ranked among the bottom 10 statewide - are north-side or downtown schools, which traditionally have a higher percentage of low-income students than their south side counterparts.

Most of the sixth-graders at Crawford - a north-side school - come in reading two to three years below grade level, said Principal Deborah Tronzo.

"It's not easy trying to teach sixth-grade curriculum to first- and second-grade readers," she said.

Flynn agreed.

"You have to teach them differently than you do other kids," he said.

Flynn said new programs were started at Crawford and the other struggling schools after the 1997 scores were received.

Flynn said the district will help those schools evaluate what they are teaching and how they are teaching it.

School board member Helen McQuinn boldly predicted during a news conference yesterday that all Fayette schools will get rewards next time.

"She raised the bar, didn't she?" Flynn said.

There were a few anomalies in this round of testing:

Six elementary schools were assigned the district's combined elementary score of 51.3 for the two-year cycle because their populations changed by at least 20 percent in the 1997-98 school year. That left Cassidy Principal Richard Day feeling a little raw. His kids scored 60.6 this year and 61.9 in 1997.

"I don't want our score to be reported as 51.3," he said. "It's not an accurate reflection of our students."

Three other schools that were in line for rewards at the end of 1997 were hard hit when the state discovered that teachers handed out worksheets they shouldn't have during the testing. The zeros they had to take threw Jessie Clark Middle School and Julius Marks Elementary School into decline. Some classes at Beaumont Middle also had their scores reduced to zero. Jessie Clark is appealing the state decision.

Principals across the district agree on one thing: nobody is resting.

Lafayette Principal Mike McKenzie said they've already begun analyzing the data to answer one question: "Where do we need to go next?" 

  Caption:
janet worne/staff 

Mary Ann Chamberlain worked on a folklore unit with her fifth-graders at Meadowthorpe Elementary, which joined the top 10. The school houses a Quest program for gifted students. 
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MAGNET SCHOOLS DRAWING ATTENTION DESEGREGATION TOOL SEEMS OUT OF ORDER

Lexington Herald-Leader (KY)
March 6, 2000
Author: Lori Becker Hayes
Herald-Leader Education Writer

Facing federal orders to desegregate schools, districts across the country established magnet schools to increase racial balance and improve education for minority students.

Many of Fayette County's magnet schools don't seem to be accomplishing either, leaving the school board grappling to figure out what should be done and whether the schools are worth the millions of dollars put into them. 

Some say it's time to re-evaluate, while others have hinted at just calling it quits.

The questions come amid an outside evaluation of the magnet schools and a district budget crunch that has board members scrutinizing every dollar spent.

"They've not gotten the number of African-Americans they promised they would," board Chairman Jerry Devine said. "We spend a lot of money, but I don't know that we've gotten the bang for the buck."

Today, at a special work session, the board will discuss crowding at schools and plans to make district transportation more efficient, two issues tied directly to magnet schools.

While most magnet schools are drawing diverse populations from outside of their attendance areas, it hasn't been enough to make a dramatic difference in the schools' total enrollment, according to district enrollment data.

In fact, Fayette's public schools are less diverse today than they were in 1972, a year after the district was ordered to desegregate its schools, a University of Kentucky report shows.

As part of a federal magnet grant, UK is evaluating Fayette's magnet program. The final report will be released later this month, but preliminary findings show that more schools are predominantly white or predominantly black than 30 years ago.

"The school system is losing the diversity battle," the report said.

However, it may not be a battle the district can win alone.

The school district has promoted diversity in the schools, but the city may not do the same with its housing, the UK report said.

"It's a slippery slope when a school district is trying to desegregate schools when the housing patterns are so segregated," said Skip Kifer, the UK professor leading the study.

District administrators say that while progress is slow, the magnets are having an impact on schools' racial makeup.

Three years ago, the school board said it wanted all schools to have between 12 and 35 percent black students. When looking at equity issues, the state primarily considers blacks because other minority populations are so small in Kentucky.

To reach its goal, Fayette County implemented a new redistricting plan, coupled with 11 new magnet programs that would draw students from across the district in addition to their own attendance areas. The board chose this route in hopes of avoiding forced busing.

Before then, magnet schools were opened primarily in response to parent and student interest, said Louis Hughley, director of the magnet programs.

Today, seven of the 19 magnet schools and programs are in compliance with the board's goal. But those seven were established before the redistricting.

Five schools, all elementary, have a black population of less than 12 percent, while seven schools have more than 35 percent African-Americans. The district's overall enrollment is about 23 percent black.

Magnet schools with predominately black populations appear to have a harder time attracting a diverse pool of students than schools with mostly white students. Hughley said the district needs to work harder to attract white students to these schools.

In some of these cases, the students lured from around the district to the schools' magnet programs actually push schools further out of compliance with the board's goal.

For example, Booker T. Washington Elementary's attendance area is about 51 percent African-American, according to district records. But about 90 percent of the students who have been admitted through the magnet lottery are black, pushing the school's total African-American population to 75 percent.

The magnet program has boosted diversity at some elementary schools like Veterans Park, Rosa Parks and Clays Mill, but those schools have not yet reached the board's goal.

The neighborhoods surrounding those schools are about 2-3 percent black, district records say. But those schools have around 8-9 percent black students because of the children coming from outside their attendance areas.

"We know we're making strides," Hughley said. "If it was not for the magnet program, those schools would be all white."

Some of the magnet schools have other woes besides trying to attract a more diverse population, such as boosting enrollment, Hughley said. In kindergarten through fifth grade, Booker T. Washington and Russell Elementary have less than 200 students.

"We're trying to get diversity, but we're also trying to get their enrollment up," he said. "It's kind of a Catch 22. We're basically letting anybody in who applied."

UK's preliminary report also includes a survey of parents who applied for a magnet school last fall for 2000-2001 school year.

The No. 1 reason parents gave for sending their children to magnet school was high test scores, not diversity. But those test scores may have nothing to do with schools' magnet status.

On average, magnet schools have higher test scores than non-magnet schools. But those schools' scores may have been higher before they were classified as magnets, Kifer said.

Plus, magnet schools are not making greater gains over time compared to non-magnet schools, and minority students, in general, do not perform better in magnet schools versus non-magnet schools, the report showed.

Equity Council member Richard Day, principal of Cassidy Elementary, said he fears that over time the district will see a "creaming" of the top students from neighborhood schools to magnet schools, which is what happened in Jefferson County.

Chairman Devine said the board needs to take a closer look at the magnet program, but he's not ready to give up on it.

"Because programs are not working like we would like, we just don't drop them,"he said. "We take another look and see what we can do to save them."

Board member Helen McQuinn said the board doesn't need magnet schools but should look at redistricting to achieve racial balance. Every school should draw students only from its attendance area, and every school should offer the same programs, she said.

"If all schools have the same quality education, it shouldn't matter what the students look like," she said.

McQuinn said that the magnet schools have created more inequities in the district by offering special programs at a choice number of schools. She also thinks it is unfair that magnet schools get additional money.

The district spends about $2.2 million a year on the magnet programs. This includes instructional costs such as materials and teachers. In addition, transportation for magnet students costs the district about $500,000 a year.

"Every kid should get the same education, but I don't think we need to bus kids, black or white, across town to do that," McQuinn said.

Board Vice Chairman Paul Scanlon said the board must look beyond demographics and also consider student achievement.

If some schools are struggling, that's not a reason to throw out the whole program, he said.

"There's probably some magnet schools that are not being as effective as they should be,"he said. "We should look at that on an individual school basis, not magnet versus non-magnet."

Computer-assisted reporting coordinator Linda J. Johnson contributed to this report. Reach Lori Becker Hayes at (606) 231-3306, (800) 950-6397 or at lbecker@herald-leader.com.

Magnet schools have waiting lists. 

CHART Craig Johnson/Staff Are magnet schools attracting
diversity? 
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ISSUE #5

The Fayette County Schools Equity Council

Mr. Harvie Wilkinson

Member, Fayette County Board of Education

701 East Main Street

Lexington, Kentucky 40502

2 June 2000

Dear Harvie,


I have been your appointed representative on the Fayette County Public Schools Equity Council for about 15 months now.  In that time, I have tried to participate in addressing the important issues of race relations and equity for all students.  I must confess, however, that I don’t feel like the Council leadership is open to my suggestions, or at times, even my membership.

Perhaps this is because my ideas are not always on the “correct” political agenda - which seems to be to complain about the lack of equal progress of African American students without proposing any clear plan to rectify the situation.  As always it is easier to criticize than it is to get involved in creating solutions.  So far it seems that the Council sees its role as the “outside critic” instead of the group that will facilitate improved relations among the public and improved solutions for children. 


My experience on the Council has been curious.  I was cordially welcomed to the group and informed that I would be named to a committee.  After subsequently reminding the Council that no committee was named for me, I was again assured that I would be assigned.  To date that has not occurred.  I have always felt that I could speak on any issue but my views frequently seem to fall on deaf ears.


Let me offer two examples.  On a couple of occasions we had discussed the issue of the over-identification of African Americans in special education.  I had asked the Council to investigate a situation in the medical community where it appeared that hyperactive poor children (without insurance) were being forced into special education referrals for “Other Health Impairment” (in order to receive help for conditions like ADHD).  At the same time children with insurance would simply receive help from their doctor without the requirement of a special education referral.  I have made some independent inquiries and have been told that my concern may have been cured by the recent implementation of the KCHIP program but the Equity Council did not see fit to even look into it for months.  Instead, I was told the Equity Council was deeply concerned about such issues and it would be assigned to a committee.  I never heard another word about it.  The Equity Consultant never contacted me for more information. In fact the only mention I ever heard of it was when a presentation was made to the board about the status of our district’s special education program.  The Equity Council again expressed its deep concern that African American students were over identified in special education.


Another issue that never saw action had to do with affordable housing in our city.  It is very clear that the Board of Education has been struggling to diversify our schools.  But this effort is frequently thwarted by segregated housing patterns that exist in our city.  I have encouraged the Equity Council to address this issue directly with the Board of Education and with the City Council but there is apparently not enough interest in the issue of fair housing on the Equity Council.  It’s as though we don’t see the relationship between the city’s housing patterns and school district’s redistricting effort.

More recently I was asked to serve on a committee that would look at the Equity Consultant’s position.  I expressed my willingness to help, but, after publicly pointing out what I saw as one benefit of the change as proposed in the restructuring plan, I was never called to serve and learned recently that a group has been meeting without me.  I don’t want to be hasty here, but after a year of this I’m becoming suspicious that the Equity Council may not be truly interested in divergent views.  I would understand this if the Council and the Board were committed to a well-articulated plan that was built on the consensus of the public.  But this is not the case.  If there is a plan, I haven’t been able to find it.

An African American teacher recently told me that she was discussing race relations with other African American teachers.  The group evidently came to the consensus that teachers would do a better job if they concentrated more effort on teaching children and less on saving children.  Whether or not there is anything of value to our district in this discussion, we may never know.  When I asked, I was told that none of the teachers would speak in front of the Equity Council.  Too many people see our group as strictly political, and very ineffective.  

This type of criticism is only magnified when African American individuals are targeted (and asked to resign from the Equity Council) if they don’t march in lock step with the leadership.  This was rumored to have happened to Wanda Garr, an African American teacher from Lafayette.  So, I called and spoke to her on the phone to get her perspective on what had happened.  She reported that she had been made to feel uncomfortable on the Equity Council.  She had expressed the opinion that while the district had its equity problems, that it was essentially a good school district that needed some support for positive change.  Subsequently, her position was gerrymandered out of existence. 

A similar fate apparently befell Virgil Covington, an African American principal at Winburn, who served on the Council until recently.  He had the temerity to point out how school administrators felt about an outside equity consultant.  He also failed to support Mr. Hughley’s opinion that his position was reorganized due to racial factors, etc.  In the end, he was asked to resign because he “added no value” to the Equity Council.

I find both of these instances to be very telling.  Since I have taken essentially the same positions as Mr. Covington, why wasn’t I targeted for political pressure?  I can’t help but wonder if the Equity Consultant’s value to the chair lies in the area of political advice and strategy.  If so, he’s getting lousy advice.  It certainly seems that some attention is being paid to the silencing of certain voices in favor of others.  

The stereotyping of black opinion, particularly by blacks, is hard for me to accept.  To decide that some voices should not be heard is contrary to our best democratic principles.  Frankly, it is just this kind of oppression that the Equity Council should be fighting to overcome.  It has been my experience that blacks in this city want pretty much the same things as whites.  And there are many black voices – if we will just listen.  To suppress any voice is to marginalize (or should I say, ghettoize) a person’s participation in the process – and this process needs everyone.  We need all the Virgil Covington’s and Wanda Garr’s we can get.  We need to hear clearly what these people have to say.  And it should be our job to give them a forum to say it.

I have made some fairly strong assertions here and one might quickly assume that I am “out to get” Mr. Peeples or his chairmanship of this group.  Let me be clear, I strongly believe that the best thing for our city is a redirected, slightly more trusting, and considerably more open P. G. Peeples.  I respect what Mr. Peeples and his family has done for our city.  I believe he simply needs better political advice.  It’s his leadership direction that needs correction - not his heart.

I do believe that term limits like Superintendent’s contracts are a pretty good idea.  I think it gives an organization a period in time when they know they are going to assess their progress under any leader.  This should be true of the Equity Council as well.  I would propose that the Board of Education name P. G. Peebles as Chair for a term not to exceed three years.  During that time his effectiveness should be measured – just as that of the Superintendent.  Goals should be set and results should be gauged.  His objective should be that within the next three years he would improve race relations and equity in the Fayette County Schools.  We will measure his effectiveness by collecting data and hold him accountable for our success.  The Board of Education should then consider the next chairman, who should try to better what I hope will be and outstanding record of achievement.    

It seems at present, the Equity Council wants to hear from anyone with an axe to grind, but we aren’t creating a safe environment for other citizens, particularly African American citizens, to share their experiences in our school district.  It seems that we want to highlight the problems, but spend less of our time discussing a comprehensive set of solutions.  If we could accomplish this one important task with the support of the Board of Education, our superintendent could work with all teachers and administrators to make the vision come true much sooner than seems likely on our present course, whatever that is.


Of all the public boards, councils and commissions, committees and groups I have served on over the past 27 years this is surely the most unusual in terms of how it operates.  Perhaps there are some very good reasons for this that I am not aware of, but as a public school administrator used to open communications, cooperative planning and program building, I have found the Council to be very ineffective.  I offer the following suggestions:

· Members should receive agenda items, about one week in advance of each meeting, rather than waiting for whoever shows up to speak to set the agenda.

· The Equity Council chairmanship should rotate based on a stated term of office, and then, should be selected by the Board of Education.  Regardless, we badly need a set of bylaws that clearly describe how we will go about our work.

· The Equity Consultant should have the ability to investigate confidential matters involving school district personnel even if that means bringing the function “in house” for legal (confidentiality) reasons.  

· The Equity Consultant should make as their top priority the initiation of a public forum about race relations in our schools including all segments of our city.  Race in Lexington is not just an African American problem, and it’s not just a school problem.  The Equity Consultant should be capable of facilitating a series of public forums (co-sponsored by the Chamber of Commerce, WKYT or the Herald-Leader, perhaps) intended to explore the issues, ask for suggestions and propose a plan of action.  I believe that if we will listen quietly, and provide a welcoming environment to all, while seeking out the opinions of our most talented (honest and courageous) individuals about their experiences in our schools, we will learn a lot about ourselves as a district.

· The Equity Consultant should work full-time for the Fayette County Schools.  Their attentions should not be diverted by activities in other school districts. The position should be salaried (somewhere in the Associate Director range) with access to typical district resources, such as phone, secretary, mileage reimbursement, etc, as efficient budget management demands. 

· We should acknowledge that after 400 years of racism and oppression that inequalities do still exist.  We may lack the power to make these inequities disappear over night.  But we can chart a course and measure our progress.  I believe that schools should be given clear goals and a timeline, much like what has been done with the CATS assessment.  If our major effort is to raise literacy levels in all students by the 3rd grade – then the public should have no doubt of it.  They should be able to see programs that support this goal in every school, and they should see signs throughout the community that say loudly what we’re doing.

· With a plan in place, school administrators, and teachers should abandon all excuses for non-performance.

· With a plan in place, Equity Council members should abandon all excuses for parents who do not properly support their children. 

· The City Council should pass an ordinance that deals effectively with fair and affordable housing throughout our city.  Otherwise, some of the obstacles to creating diversity in our schools that we now see will still be with us in the decades to come.

.

Despite any other redeeming qualities, the Equity Council is not at present a positive example of the kind of open, inclusive administration we should be.  I believe Chairman Devine has already correctly pointed out the reason for this – there is a lack of trust in the school system.  And, why not?  

It seems to me that the school district would do well to be reminded that the history of educational opportunities in Lexington has not been the same for all people.  We should be reminded that while new schools were being built on the southside of Lexington, other schools (once said to be separate but equal) were closed (because they weren’t good enough for white children after all) – Jefferson Davis, Constitution, Dunbar, etc, etc, etc.  When discussions about neighborhood schools begin, we should remember that not all neighborhoods have schools.  We should remember that problems from the past continue to undermine the confidence some of our citizens have in our school district at present.  We must assure that every interested party has a seat at the table.  We must agree that our purpose is in fact to help build a better school system.

In short, it’s time to state publicly whether the Equity 
Council is working to make improvements within the system or if the Council is a community group who’s purpose is to complain, without accepting the responsibility for drafting a plan, effecting change or promoting open dialogue.

If the Equity Council insists that it should be an “outside group” then I would suggest that the wish be granted – take the Council off the organizational chart, remove all funding and accept my resignation – we can read about their rallies in the paper.  On the other hand, we should put our full effort into supporting any group (including the present Equity Council) that will, in fact, accept the challenge of trying to help our district improve its equity mission.  Our Equity Consultant should be able to “see the big picture” and help direct the steps that are needed for a district to achieve success.

I hope my comments have been helpful to you in some way.  I encourage you to work with your fellow Board of Education members to redirect the Equity Council to better serve the public schools.  Tell us what you expect of us.  Hold us accountable for the effective administration of our duties, just as you would any other group or individual in the district. 

Sincerely, 

Richard Day

Principal, Cassidy School

Member, Fayette County Public Schools Equity Council

SCHOOL BOARD, PANEL TO WORK ON EQUITY PLAN CRITICAL LETTER NOT DISCUSSED IN MEETING

Lexington Herald-Leader (KY)
June 6, 2000
Author: Valarie Honeycutt, Herald-Leader Staff Writer

[image: image2.png]



Fayette school officials and the community Equity Council will begin work today on an aggressive new equity plan that is expected to show some results by August.

The Equity Council, Superintendent Robin Fankhauser and the school board mended fences at a special meeting last night where Fankhauser introduced her plan. 

But circulating behind the scenes was a June 2 letter that spoke to troubled relationships within the Equity Council.

The letter, from Equity Council member Richard Day, principal of Cassidy Elementary School, to board member Harvie Wilkinson, said: "I must confess ... that I don't feel like the council leadership is open to my suggestions, or at times, even my membership. Perhaps this is because my ideas are not always on the 'correct' political agenda, which seems to be to complain about the lack of equal progress of African-American students without proposing any clear plan to rectify the situation."

Day said in an interview last night that he was encouraged with Fankhauser's plan, in which equity goals set in 1993 will be updated by August. Fankhauser also said the district should bring in an outside equity monitor, whether it be a team or an individual officer.

P.G. Peeples, equity chairman, said he telephoned Fankhauser yesterday when he found out about Day's letter, which was not made public at last night's board meeting.

"Robin and I talked today and said that we were going to take the high road tonight and present the plan and come out of the meeting with the spirit of unity," Peeples said.

"We didn't want to deal with the letter at all because it was negative and counterproductive. The public wants us to move on and do what's right for children."

Peeples says that he, too, is enthusiastic about Fankhauser's plan, which he said had been worked out in private meetings he had with her and others last week.

During Fankhauser's recent candidacy for schools superintendent, Peeples and others questioned whether she was passionate about equity. He had also voiced his frustration when the board voted against a proposal to hire an outside monitor that would answer to the board, but not central office staff.

Under the new plan, officials hope to specify by August exactly what the outside equity officer or team will accomplish. Officials will take stock of how far the district has come in meeting 29 equity goals set out in a 1993 plan.

That plan addressed problems such as the overrepresentation of black and poor children in special education, the achievement gap between poor and black children and white middle-class students, the disabling stigma attached to children who participate in free and reduced-price lunch programs, and the lack of minority representation in district activities.

Equity Council member Arnold Gaither and others at last night's meeting said that the Equity Council had made progress since 1993. The physical conditions of school buildings don't vary as much, children aren't grouped in classes according to ability and subsequently race and income as much any more, and children who receive free and reduced lunches aren't stigmatized as in the past.

But, said Day in his letter and in a subsequent interview, "certain voices" have been silenced within the Equity Council as members have worked on those problems.

He said he was disturbed by the departure of Virgil Covington, principal of Winburn Middle School, from the Equity Council. Day said he thinks Covington was asked to resign because he disagreed with the council's leadership about the outside equity monitor and central office reorganization. Covington could not be reached for comment last night.

Some of the criticism in Day's letter was directed at Peeples, chairman of the Equity Council.

"One might quickly assume that I am out to get Mr. Peeples or his chairmanship of this group," Day said. "I strongly believe that the best thing for our city is a redirected, slightly more trusting, and considerably more open P.G. Peeples. I respect what Mr. Peeples and his family have done for our community. It's his leadership direction that needs correction -- not his heart."

Day said he thought his letter would be discussed at the Equity Council's meeting at 6 p.m. today at central office.

Also at the meeting, the 15-member Equity Council is expected to begin work on the plan through its existing committees, which will be joined by school board members and central office staff.

Board Chairman Jerry Devine said that as officials start working on the new plan, he hopes there won't be any additional delays in tackling equity. That's a concern, he said, because committees have addressed the same issues in the past.

"We tend to put things in committees forever," he said. "It takes too long." 
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2ND LETTER IS CRITICAL OF EQUITY COUNCIL MEMBER URGES INQUIRY INTO WHY 2 LEFT GROUP

Lexington Herald-Leader (KY)
June 7, 2000
Author: Valarie Honeycutt, Herald-Leader Staff Writer

A second member of the Fayette County Schools' Equity Council wrote a letter to the school board yesterday criticizing the council's activities and questioning its leadership.

The letter, the second this month from a white member critical of the way the council is run, was written by John McDaniel. It comes at a time when the group is starting work on a new equity plan for the district with the help of Superintendent Robin Fankhauser. 

In his letter, McDaniel asks the school board to "exercise more vigorous oversight" over the equity council and investigate why Wanda Garr, a black teacher from Lafayette High School, and Virgil Covington, a black and principal of Winburn Middle School, left the council.

The letter was similar in tone to a letter written June 2 by council member Richard Day, principal of Cassidy Elementary School.

In his letter, Day suggested that Garr and Covington were asked to leave because they expressed opinions contrary to council leadership.

If any council members were involved, either directly or indirectly, with Garr's and Covington's removal, then they should also be removed, McDaniel wrote in his letter.

Equity council Chairman P.G. Peeples, who is black, denied any suggestion yesterday that he had forced the two off the council. After the meeting, he said, "I flatly refute that I did anything to get Virgil or Wanda Garr off the board."

McDaniel's letter was discussed at last night's equity council meeting. Afterward, McDaniel said he was convinced that Peeples did not force Covington or Garr from the council.

Peeples, McDaniel said after the meeting, "told me he didn't do it and I believe it. He's an honest man."

Covington declined to discuss the controversy yesterday and Garr could not be reached for comment.

Jerry Devine, the school board chairman, said he thinks the equity council is already subject to vigorous oversight. As for the allegations raised in the two letters, Devine said, "I don't think there's anything to investigate."

School board member Kathy Lousignont, who attended last night's equity council meeting, said she wasn't unduly concerned by the dissension.

Last night, the council began to work on Fankhauser's new equity plan, which proposes to update the equity goals established in 1993.

Lousignont said she thought that, as a result of Fankhauser's plan, the equity council would ultimately head in a new direction, installing "processes and procedures" not in place now.

McDaniel, a retired IBM employee, expressed other concerns in his letter. He said that the council's "intrusion" into issues involving school bus drivers and black coaches "are not a student issue and not part of the council's responsibility."

McDaniel said those issues should be resolved by the school board or Central Office. McDaniel said he was also concerned because the council spends most of its time on black issues. He said that council minutes show that it is rare for the council to address the problems of low-income, Asian, Hispanic and other minority students.

Also, McDaniel said that the consultants that will work on equity within Central Office should be given a year to perform before an outside equity consultant is hired. Another council member, Annette Mayer, said she shared McDaniel's position that it is premature to hire an outside equity consultant.

Asked whether the dissension signaled a possible dissolution for the 15-member equity council, Devine said last night, "I don't want to think that it is. If it does dissolve it shows you that Lexington is not ready for equity."

Peeples and other council members say that an outside consultant or team that will report to the board, not Central office staff, is needed.

Fankhauser has said that school officials will come up with some specific tasks for an outside equity component -- be it an individual or a team -- by August. 
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EQUITY ACHIEVEMENTS AIRED COUNCIL HEAD RESPONDS TO COMPLAINTS

Lexington Herald-Leader (KY)
July 15, 2000
Author: Valarie Honeycutt, Herald-Leader Staff Writer

Stung by allegations that the Fayette Equity Council complains about inequities without providing solutions, chairman P.G. Peeples is offering proof of the council's accomplishments.

At a Tuesday meeting of the community-based council, Peeples distributed a report outlining the Equity Council's work since 1993. Among the improvements: 

* Students who receive free and reduced-cost lunches no longer carry color-coded lunch passes. Their economic status is not publicized now because all students carry a white card that is scanned by a computer programmed to show who receives such meals.

* The district disbanded a system in which female students served as "little sisters" to male athletes.

* The council also brought building problems at the Fayette School, which was eventually closed, to the attention of the school board. Other school buildings serving low-income students have also have been upgraded.

* The district has addressed inequities in minority hiring and observation of religious holidays. Inequities in student sports, field trips and tracking according to ability in classrooms are also being resolved.

* Students are now tested three times each year to make sure that they are on grade level. Statistics about discipline, categorized by race and gender, are regularly reviewed.

"Equity is permanently placed on the radar screen for the district for being important," Peeples said. "Closing the achievement gap is a recognized priority."

Peeples said Thursday that he had spent much of June answering questions about allegations in letters written by two fellow Equity Council members, Richard Day and John McDaniel.

The letters written to school board member Harvie Wilkinson in June suggested that the Equity Council needed more oversight, questioned Peeples' leadership, and called for an inquiry into the departure of two African-American council members whose ideas were different from those of council leadership.

At Tuesday's meeting, one of those former council members, Wanda Garr, spoke out publicly for the first time since the letters were written. She said she didn't think that her opinions were welcomed. But Garr, a teacher, said the council voted to remove the seat she filled, and that she was not forced off.

Day, principal of Cassidy Elementary, said earlier this week that the letter he wrote "was not intended for the press." Had he known, Day said, he would have shared his concerns with Peeples beforehand.

"I think that the equity council has accomplished important things in its time," Day said. "While I have had concerns about some aspects of the council's operations, I am confident that, under Mr. Peeples leadership, the council will make improvements in those areas."

The letters were "laced with broad-brush, undocumented allegations," Peeples said. "It was a clear distraction of where we were trying to go as an equity council."

Under the guidance of Superintendent Robin Fankhauser, the council is working on a new equity plan for the district. It's expected to be completed in August.

Peeples said council members, school board members and district officials were still streamlining the Equity Council's goals with the district's consolidated plan, which sets goals for improving student achievement and closing the minority student achievement gap. Peeples said it was too early to provide any specifics on the new equity plan.

Peeples said the council had also called for two special new school programs: The Academy at Lexington and the Martin Luther King Academy. He said the council saw to it that all schools offered equal services for gifted and talented students, whereas some schools, considered less affluent, had previously offered fewer services.

He also said that the council developed tools to measure student performance, called equity indicators, and to close the achievement gap.

The council is also working on diversity in coaching, and the excessive number of blacks in special education as well as the lack of minority vendors in the district.

The critical letters, Peeples said, "galvanized" other members of the council to show the progress the group had made.

Equity Council member Arnold Gaither said Thursday that he was offended by the letters because they contained some inaccuracies. But Gaither said he and other members were "waiting to move on and get the work done." 
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CHAIRMAN LISTS EQUITY COUNCIL ACHIEVEMENTS

Lexington Herald-Leader (KY)
July 15, 2000
Author: Valarie Honeycutt, Herald-Leader Staff Writer
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Stung by allegations that the Fayette Equity Council complains about inequities without providing solutions, chairman P.G. Peeples is offering proof of the council's accomplishments.

At a Tuesday meeting of the community-based council, Peeples distributed a report outlining the Equity Council's work since 1993. Among the improvements: 

* Students who receive free and reduced-cost lunches no longer carry color-coded lunch passes. Their economic status is not publicized now because all students carry a white card that is scanned by a computer programmed to show who receives such meals.

* The district disbanded a system in which female students served as "little sisters" to male athletes.

* The council also brought building problems at the Fayette School, which was eventually closed, to the attention of the school board. Other school buildings serving low-income students have also have been upgraded.

* The district has addressed inequities in minority hiring and observation of religious holidays. Inequities in student sports, field trips and tracking according to ability in classrooms are also being resolved.

* Students are now tested three times each year to make sure that they are on grade level. Statistics about discipline, categorized by race and gender, are regularly reviewed.

"Equity is permanently placed on the radar screen for the district for being important," Peeples said. "Closing the achievement gap is a recognized priority."

Peeples said Thursday that he had spent much of June answering questions about allegations in letters written by two Equity Council members, Richard Day and John McDaniel.

The letters written to school board member Harvie Wilkinson in June suggested that the Equity Council needed more oversight, questioned Peeples' leadership, and called for an inquiry into the departure of two African-American council members whose ideas were different from those of council leadership.

At Tuesday's meeting, one of those former council members, Wanda Garr, spoke out publicly for the first time since the letters were written. She said she didn't think that her opinions were welcomed. But Garr, a teacher, said the council voted to remove the seat she filled, and that she was not forced off.

Day, principal of Cassidy Elementary, said earlier this week that the letter he wrote "was not intended for the press." Had he known, Day said, he would have shared his concerns with Peeples beforehand.

"I think that the Equity Council has accomplished important things in its time," Day said. "While I have had concerns about some aspects of the council's operations, I am confident that, under Mr. Peeples leadership, the council will make improvements in those areas."

The letters were "laced with broad-brush, undocumented allegations," Peeples said. "It was a clear distraction of where we were trying to go as an Equity Council."

Under the guidance of Superintendent Robin Fankhauser, the council is working on a new equity plan for the district. It's expected to be completed in August.

Peeples said council members, school board members and district officials were still streamlining the council's goals with the district's consolidated plan, which sets goals for improving student achievement and closing the minority student achievement gap. Peeples said it was too early to provide any specifics on the new equity plan.

Peeples said the council had also called for two special new school programs: The Academy at Lexington and the Martin Luther King Academy. He said the council saw to it that all schools offered equal services for gifted and talented students, whereas some schools, considered less affluent, had previously offered fewer services.

He also said that the council developed tools to measure student performance, called equity indicators, and to close the achievement gap.

The council is also working on diversity in coaching, and the excessive number of blacks in special education as well as the lack of minority vendors in the district. 

Edition:  Final
Section:  City & Region
Page:  C1

Copyright (c) 2000 Lexington Herald-Leader

Record Number:  0007170215 

BYLAWS PLAN FOR FAYETTE EQUITY COUNCIL CRITICIZED SOME FEAR SCHOOL BOARD WILL ERODE INDEPENDENCE

Lexington Herald-Leader (KY)
December 12, 2000
Author: Lisa Deffendall
Herald-Leader Education Writer

An attempt to better organize the group charged with monitoring the school district's commitment to educating children of all races and income levels has some members of that group questioning the district's motives.

Instead of helping the Fayette Equity Council do its job better, those members say the proposed changes mask a broader scheme by school board members to muzzle the watchdog group. 

Specifically, they charge that bylaws being developed for the council by a board committee will strip it of its independent voice and prevent it from fulfilling its role as a conscience for the board.

"They wouldn't dare abolish the Equity Council, but they could render it so dysfunctional that it stops raising questions and making people uncomfortable," said Equity Council member Jack Burch.

But Fayette County Board of Education members insist that closing the achievement gap between white and African-American students and other equity issues remain priorities. They say requiring written bylaws, which the Equity Council has never had, will boost the group's credibility and better define its role in the district.

"It absolutely is not any kind of hidden motive on the part of the board to undercut the Equity Council," school board member Kathy Lousignont said. "They have a tremendous amount of wisdom to offer ... to discount that would be foolhardy."

The crux of the current debate appears to be how much control the school board should have over the Equity Council.

"I'm not real sure the Equity Council has been operating the way they should have been," said outgoing school board member Helen McQuinn. "They've been doing what they want to do, but they work at the discretion of the board."

McQuinn and others note that several Equity Council members have served since the group's inception and that there are no term limits or clear procedures for electing officers.

"We're not out to get them," she said. "We're out to make it right."

Equity Council member John McDaniel agreed that the membership of the group should change periodically.

"The original intent was not lifelong membership," he said. "This is not a tenured position."

Despite the board's assurances, Equity Council Chairman P.G. Peeples charged that "this is the beginning of the end" for the group. "They are setting the stage to dilute or dismantle the Equity Council," said Peeples, president of the Urban League.

"We're at a crossroads," agreed Equity Council member Arnold Gaither, who heads the Mayor's Training Center. Gaither, Peeples and Burch have all been on the council for six years.

Several events last week led them to their conclusions.

It began Dec. 4 with a discussion about the definition of equity and the role of the Equity Council during a board committee meeting. Superintendent Robin Fankhauser suggested last Tuesday that no new members should be appointed to the Equity Council until bylaws are written, although the terms of all but three of the 15 council members are set to end this month. The first meeting of a committee writing bylaws to govern the equity group took place Wednesday.

The committee, consisting of two school board members, two council members and two school district staff members, will continue its work at 4 p.m. Thursday with a discussion about the mission of the Equity Council scheduled.

Board member Harvie Wilkinson said the committee is not going to tear apart the council but will give it give some structure. The bylaws will include how people are appointed to the council, what their duties are and how the council's committees are organized, he said.

The Equity Council was established in the wake of a 1993 task force report on racial, socio-economic and gender disparities in the school system that highlighted such problems as overrepresentation of black children in special education classes and lack of a racial balance in some schools. The task force recommended the creation of the council to monitor fairness issues.

Over the years, the group has pushed to eliminate color-coded lunch passes identifying students receiving reduced or free lunches, lobbied the school board to become sensitive to students who miss school for Jewish and other non-Christian holidays and voiced other complaints. But in its history it has endured recurring criticism and questions about its usefulness and mission.

"Are we going to be the outside critic that never does anything or are we going to roll up our sleeves and get in there and do it?" council member and Cassidy- Elementary School principal Richard Day asked. "The time has come to turn our attention away from criticizing the district and toward building programs."

Others disagree.

"Ours is a role of advocacy," council member Gaither said. "We've got a responsibility to make sure that those that are disenfranchised, those that are not receiving the proper attention get that attention."

Lousignont said the problem is that the school board failed to clearly define the group's mission six years ago.

"If there's not a procedure or structure, things just happen," she said. "It behooves the board to set a direction since we're the ones ultimately responsible for enacting the changes that ensure equity issues are truly being addressed."

At least two members of the council welcome the development of bylaws.

"They have been needed for some time," said McDaniel, who has been on the council since 1997. "The council has defined their own course to some extent."

The Equity Council is not without operating procedures, but those rules have never been pulled together into a single document.

"I don't want all the information held by a few people who have a historic perspective that I don't share," Day said. "I just don't know any groups that run this way."

Council member Burch, executive director of the Community Action Council, agreed that putting the rules together makes sense.

"They ought to be codified," he said. "You shouldn't have to go through years of minutes to find out how to do things."

But Burch joins those suspicious of the school board's actual intent. He worries that the bylaws may end up defining, and limiting, what the group can and cannot do.

Equity Council member Rev. Bob Brown said the bylaw discussions are a waste of time.

"We should be in here looking at failures and why students are performing so poorly," he said. "We don't need any help on holding a meeting."

Reach Lisa Deffendall at (859) 231-3306 or ldeffendall@herald-leader.com.

Equity's time line

Here's a look at important developments in the history of the Fayette County Board of Education's Equity Council:

* April 1993: Nine-person Equity Task Force is charged with examining racial, income and gender disparities in the district.

* December 1993: Task force completes its report outlining problems of fairness in the district and recommends creating an Equity Council and hiring an independent equity monitor.

* January 1994: School board establishes a 15-member Equity Council, consisting of two appointees by each of the five board members and five community representatives.

* July 1994: First meeting of the Equity Council; group begins establishing terms of service, procedures for selecting community representatives and job description for the equity monitor.

* November 1994: Group denounces the Tates Creek High School little sister's club, a mostly female group supporting the all-male football team.

* March 1995: Equity Council says diversity should drive decisions about redistricting; denounces neighborhood schools if they lead to resegregation.

* May/June 1995: Some Equity Council members suggest the board doesn't really value their input after the board moves ahead on a redistricting plan without incorporating their suggestions.

* June 1995: Attempts to hire an equity monitor stall when the board balks at the price tag; leading candidate bails out.

* October 1995: Board hires a group of consultants from Midway College to monitor equity in the district.

* June 1996: Equity Council is plagued with low attendance at meetings; council members call for better collaboration with the equity monitoring team.

* July/August 1996: Panel proposes school closings in honor of non-Christian holidays and tackles issue of tracking minority children into low-level classes.

* June 1997: Council expresses outrage when the board drops improving equity from its stated goals.

* July 1997: Then-Superintendent Peter Flynn says it may be time to reconsider the purpose of the council, amid criticism that it failed to meet its mission. Equity Council members complain about lack of communication with the school board.

* January 1998: School board unanimously approves a vote of confidence for the work of the Equity Council.

* March 1998: Equity Council hears concerns about harassment in the district's mostly female transportation department.

* May 1998: Against school board direction, the Equity Council continues to look into alleged improprieties in the transportation department. Council members threaten to resign if the board tries to stop them.

* June 1998: School board attempts to limit the scope of the Council and backs off amid questions about the group's role.

* May 2000: School board considers cutting its $95,000 allocation for an independent equity consultant.

* June 2000: Council begins working jointly with Superintendent Robin Fankhauser to update the goals set in 1993 and correct disparities in the district. Two Equity Council members write letters criticizing the leadership and functioning of the panel and contending that dissenting views are not welcomed. Board members call for the development of written bylaws for the group. 
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SCHOOLS' EQUITY COUNCIL REJECTS TERM LIMITS BUT PROPOSAL TO CURB TALK ON SENSITIVE TOPICS REMAINS IN PLACE

Lexington Herald-Leader (KY)
January 24, 2001
Author: Valarie Honeycutt, Herald-Leader Staff Writer

The group charged with monitoring the Fayette school district's commitment to equity axed a proposal last night that could have forced out some of the group's longtime members.

But it left in place rules that could muzzle the watchdog group from discussing sensitive issues facing the district. 

The Fayette County Board of Education has required the Fayette Equity Council to have written bylaws, for the first time in its six-year existence, to give it more organization. The community-based Equity Council makes suggestions to the school board on ensuring equal treatment and opportunities for students and staff members, but it has no authority to implement policy.

Final approval for the bylaws will have to come from the Board of Education, possibly at its Feb. 12 meeting, Superintendent Robin Fankhauser said

A school board committee drafting the bylaws had proposed limiting the number of terms Equity Council members could serve, to encourage diversity and broader-based participation. The school board committee then sent its proposal to the council for approval. But in last night's three-hour meeting, Equity Council members revised the bylaws, reaching a consensus not to limit terms.

Limiting terms, said member Bob Brown, "is a way to force some people off the committee."

The Equity Council also changed another proposed bylaw last night in an effort to reduce the school board's power over the council. It proposed cutting from two to one the number of members that each school board member could appoint to the council.

Under the proposed bylaws, the other 10 Equity Council members would be recruited from the community.

Neither school board chairman Harvie Wilkinson nor school board member Kathy Lousignont would venture a guess last night on how the full board would react to the changes made by the Equity Council.

But Lousignont and Richard Day, an Equity Council member who helped draft the original proposed bylaws, have said there is no intention to force anyone off the council.

Equity Council members Annette Mayer and John McDaniel do think, however, that membership in the group should change periodically.

"The original intent was not lifelong membership," McDaniel said in an earlier interview.

Equity Council chairman P.G. Peeples, who has been on the council since its inception, referred to McDaniel's comment at last night's meeting, saying, "I resent it immensely."

Equity Council members also raised concerns about other aspects of the bylaws, but left them in place. Under the proposal before the school board, the council's members would be prohibited from discussing cases that might be under litigation, and would be discouraged from broaching general topics such as special education if lawsuits exist.

Equity Council member Jack Burch said many school board lawsuits involve general topics that are often discussed at the council's meetings.

For example, the Equity Council was among the first groups to listen to school bus drivers, who later sued the district alleging harassment and discrimination.

If the Equity Council can't discuss complaints and problems, Burch said last night, "I'm wondering what we'll do." 
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EQUITY IS FALLING VICTIM TO SCHOOL BOARD'S TRAP

Lexington Herald-Leader (KY)
February 1, 2001
Author: Merlene Davis, Herald-Leader Columnist

You know the frustration you feel when watching a stupid movie character walk into an obvious trap set by a blood-thirsty, not-quite-dead villain? 

That is the same frustration I feel whenever the likes of school board chairman Harvie Wilkinson and Fayette County Public Schools officials decide to take a look at equity and/or the Equity Council. You know it's a trap, and that equity will not fare well in the end.

Too many members of the Fayette County school board aren't the least bit interested in equity. It is just politically correct to say they are.

If they were interested, the penny-ante needling of the Equity Council for term limits and by-laws would not be taking up valuable time that the council could use to address the serious inequities infesting this school system.

Harvie Wilkinson wants the council to become invisible, like that famous rabbit he shares a name with. (OK. The spelling is different. The 6-foot-tall invisible rabbit that only Jimmy Stewart could see was spelled H-A-R-V-E-Y.)

Wilkinson has assigned Richard Day and John McDaniel to the council, and they have done nothing constructive since.

McDaniel came out last year saying there were no differences between schools on the north and south sides. Day wrote a set of bylaws for the council that included term limits, even though he swears he's not trying to push anyone off the council.

Has either bothered to look into why so many black boys are assigned to special-education classes when they don't belong there?

Have they tried to find out why any school in this county would have only one black teacher?

Of course not. Equity is not their agenda. If it were, Wilkinson wouldn't have put them on the council.

And now the school board attorney, Virginia Gregg, is saying the Equity Council can't address any issue for which the system is being sued. With as many lawsuits as the system is fighting, that's just about anything.

Tell me how an Equity Council that changes more quickly than do school board members, an Equity Council that is muzzled, can possibly address problems within our school system.

Go on. Tell me.

But then, that's assuming the school board and its leader, with his nowhere-near-invisible agenda, really, really wants equity.

If the board really, really wanted equity, the entire body would have been downtown last year when Theresa Jensen, principal of Engelhard Elementary School in Louisville, came to town to teach us how to eliminate the achievement gap between whites and blacks.

With an overwhelming majority of its students qualifying for free or reduced lunches, and with nearly half of them minorities, Engelhard outscored most other Kentucky schools on statewide reading and writing tests.

The state education commissioner, Gene Wilhoit, heard about the school and its successes and went there for a visit last month.

Wilhoit said Engelhard has finished the planning stage and corrective-learning-environment stage, and it is moving on.

Meanwhile, our board is talking of hog-tying and gagging.

We still have members of the Equity Council -- the one body that is supposed to highlight what's wrong with this system so the problems can be corrected -- saying no problems exist.

And guess what? Wilhoit was visiting seven other Kentucky schools besides Engelhard. Each has been kicking butt despite high poverty levels.

He didn't come here, did he?

At Engelhard, Wilhoit said, he was looking at all eight schools to find common denominators or aspects that other systems could use.

He credited Engelhard's principal, whom he called "relentless in keeping faculty focused" on instruction and helping every child do well.

Imagine that. Louisville has a school leader who believes in equity and makes sure all those around her believe in it, too.

And we have Wilkinson.

This is where we get our heads chopped off.

Merlene Davis can be reached at 231-3218 or by e-mail at mdavis1@herald-leader.com. 
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CORRECTION: Richard Day, principal of Cassidy elementary School, was not the exclusive author of the bylaws and term limits proposed for the Fayette County Public Schools' Equity council, as was reported in Merlene Davis' column that ran on Feb. 1.
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SCHOOL EQUITY COUNCIL 'IN A STATE OF EXILE,' MEMBER SAYS

Lexington Herald-Leader (KY)
April 20, 2001
Author: Lisa Deffendall
Herald-Leader Education Writer

With attention focused on the disparate achievements of Fayette County school children, members of a panel charged with combatting inequity wonder why they sit in limbo.

"We are in a state of exile," said P.G. Peeples, who has been chairman of the Equity Council since the group was established in 1993. 

In January, the Equity Council approved operating guidelines for itself and sent them to the school board for review.

Until the board approves the bylaws, the council can do no more.

"Folks are just biding time until everybody forgets there was an Equity Council," said council member Arnold Gaither. "If they move the Equity Council out of the way, they can do what they want to do without any interference or scrutiny beyond what they want people to know."

Schools Superintendent Robin Fankhauser said the delay should not be interpreted as an effort to silence the group. She is preparing a report for school board members and plans to put the topic on the May 14 board meeting agenda.

School board member Larry Conner called that welcome news.

"I would like to go ahead and get the council active again," he said. "I see the council and the board working together in a joint relationship to improve equity in the schools."

Conner said he wasn't sure why it had taken so long to address the bylaws.

"The board has been bogged down in budget issues and overcrowding issues, and we have not pushed to have that issue put forth," he said. "I think we will now."

The development of operating guidelines for the group, which existed for more than seven years without any such rules, has been a topic of controversy for months.

The Rev. Bob Brown, an Equity Council member, was one of many who said the bylaws would "stifle and gag" the group. Shifting gears to deal with the structure of the Equity Council removed the focus from more important issues such as the achievement gap, he said.

But former school board member Helen McQuinn, who served as the board's liaison to the Equity Council, disagreed.

"They implied that we were trying to get rid of the Equity Council, but that's not true," McQuinn said. "The only reason we were doing it was because the council had operated for years and years without any bylaws."

McQuinn, who calls herself the "best friend the Equity Council ever had," suggested the bylaws might have been acted on more quickly if council members had not publicly questioned the board's motives.

Questions about the future of the group surfaced anew this week after former state Secretary of Education Jack Foster released a report highlighting disparities between the achievement of impoverished students and their more privileged counterparts.

"The record will clearly show that it was through the initiatives of the Equity Council that the achievement gap was put on the radar screen," Brown said. "The fact that the Equity Council is not in existence confirms the fact that this district is not serious about closing the gap."

At least one Equity Council member said he hasn't given the group's hiatus much thought.

"If I were the board president or the superintendent, I think there are issues out there that are more important than dealing with the bylaws right now," Equity Council member John McDaniel said.

Equity Council member Richard Day said he was surprised bylaw approval has taken so long. "I'm anxious to get back to work," he said. "We hear a lot of talk about equity issues these days and it'll be great to get the Equity Council focused on helping with some of the solutions."

Reach Lisa Deffendall at (859) 231-3306 or by e-mail at ldeffendall@herald-leader.com. 
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EQUITY COUNCIL TO HELP PICK SUCCESSORS FANKHAUSER REVERSES COMMENTS THAT SOME SEE AS 'HONEST MISTAKE'

Lexington Herald-Leader (KY)
May 18, 2001
Author: Lisa Deffendall
Herald-Leader Education Writer

Members of the Equity Council, who thought earlier this week that their terms had abruptly ended, will now be asked to help choose the next monitoring group for the Fayette County public schools.

That revelation yesterday by Schools Superintendent Robin Fankhauser reverses comments she made Monday during a school board meeting. 

"From my perspective it was an honest mistake and I'm sure it will get straightened out in a big hurry," said Equity Council member Richard Day.

At the core of the misunderstanding is what role the existing Equity Council will play in implementing the group's new operating procedures.

The 15-member volunteer group includes 10 appointed by the school board and five elected by the council.

Selection has been on hold

For months, the equity group has been in limbo while a committee of school board members, district staff and council members wrote guidelines for the group. The selection of new Equity Council members, historically done in the fall, was put on hold while the bylaws were being written.

Although it was clear to some committee members that the seated council -- including 12 whose terms had been extended until bylaws were adopted -- would still select five Equity Council members, that process was not put in writing.

And on Monday, Fankhauser contradicted that understanding by announcing that the school board would appoint new representatives to the Equity Council and that group would elect additional members.

"I was not at the meetings where the notion of grandfathering those council members had been discussed," Fankhauser said.

She apologized that what she took from reading the bylaws was not what those involved in the committee discussion had decided.

Move 'validates my memory'

Equity Council chairman P.G. Peeples was glad to hear that.

"Her retraction validates my memory," he said. "And that's especially important to me and the Equity Council, since the council's credibility has been called into question and we've been demonized over the past year."

Since 1994, the council has not had bylaws. But last spring, a push began to codify rules for the group. Although school board members said their intention was to strengthen the Equity Council, some have charged that the district was trying to silence them.

The announcement Monday that the school board would appoint a new Equity Council without input from veteran members validated the fears of some of those critics.

"Intentional or not, to some folks up there getting us out the door as quickly as possible had some appeal," Peeples said.

Fankhauser said she will put the process in writing "to make it very clear" before the school board votes on the proposed Equity Council bylaws May 29.

Reach Lisa Deffendall at (859) 231-3306 or ldeffendall@herald-leader.com. 
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