Dr. Richard E Day:  My experience in the Fayette County schools
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I was educated in the Ludlow Independent School District in northern Kentucky, where my mother was the Superintendent’s Secretary and Board of Education Treasurer for years.  My father was a member of the Kentucky House of Representatives in the mid-50s and was a realtor.  At the University of Kentucky Alan Stein succeeded me as President of the Student Center Board. I graduated with the university’s highest honor, the Sullivan Medallion presented by Dr. Otis Singletary.  I began my teaching career with principal, Mildred Tupman, at RC Hinsdale School in Edgewood.  
In the mid-1980s, the Fayette County Public Schools were well known to us in Kenton County.  It seemed that whenever an innovative program was announced, Fayette County was involved in its development.  Fayette was a leading county school system in student achievement - thought by many of us to be Kentucky’s flagship district.
By this time, I had eight years as a Kenton County elementary school administrator, in what I considered to be a very good district; then, the state’s third largest.  I obtained my Master’s Degree from Xavier, a Jesuit university in Cincinnati, was recognized on the Kentucky PTA Principals Honor Roll and was appointed to the Kentucky Literacy Commission by Governor Martha Layne Collins.  I served as Vice President of the Kentucky Jaycees, and was a regional finalist for the White House Fellowship Program during the Reagan administration.  But I was growing frustrated by board of education politics and decided to consider other opportunities.  
I looked to Fayette County, with its new superintendent, Dr. Ron Walton.  But Fayette County had another reputation.  One of my first questions to Dr. Walton was whether he was really considering “an outsider” for a position in Fayette County; given the district’s apparent preference for promotion-from-within in the prior quarter century.  He assured me he was - and then hired Carolyn Witt-Jones for his Planning Director.  But he called me back and asked if I would consider getting one of his elementary schools back on track.  Turns out, the job needed a political outsider.  It also turns out that Carolyn Witt-Jones was the right choice for Planning Director. 
I purchased a home in the district for Cassidy School (where I did my student teaching in 1972) and enrolled my son and daughter there.  Dorothy Friend was the principal; I knew they were in good hands.  As a student teacher, I remembered the parents as being generally very supportive, occasionally demanding, sometimes overly, and very insistent upon a quality education in an upscale environment.  Cassidy’s veteran faculty delivered.
I spent three years in relative obscurity at Meadowthorpe Elementary during which time I took an active role in the redesign and renovation of the school.  [image: image2.jpg]


I was also able to redirect the faculty and point them in the right direction, but our gains were nothing to brag about.  This small north side neighborhood school was out of the debate that was going on across town – whether to reduce the number of schools serving the Bluegrass-Aspendale neighborhood from eleven to five as the Equity Task Force’s recommended.  That’s when I became the principal at Cassidy.  
As I arrived at Cassidy in the summer of 1989 for my first day of work, I couldn’t help but notice the “Reserved for Principal” sign in the trash – there being no apparent attempt to hide it.  I considered that to be some kind of “message,” but I wasn’t quite sure what it was.  It just so happens that I never liked the idea of reserved spaces in public places so from that day on for the next 15 years there were no reserved parking spots (except handicapped) at Cassidy.  
The second thing I noticed was the school’s Booster program.  The program was established by Connie Loventhal, through the school’s PTA, and provided mentoring and academic assistance to needy children many of whom were among the school’s African American population.  Mentors included prominent African American males like lawyer Ron Walker Jr. and football star Russell Hairston.  It was warm and it was wonderful and I got to see hardworking, competent Cassidy parents at their best.
In fact, I got myself into hot water with the Meadowthorpe faculty over a comment I made to the Herald-Leader.  I was expressing my astonishment at the 39 parents who served on the PTA Board, and glibly, remarked that at my last school, we couldn’t get 39 people to work the school carnival.  I remember advising one of the parents on things she might do to ensure that her program worked out well.  The new PTA president, Suzanne Elliott, suggested that I might be underestimating their capability, pointing out that the Mom in question had just finished a Junior League Project with a huge budget.  I decided to hang back a while – and I was not disappointed.  
Two events that would shake the school community followed quickly.  The first was board of education consideration of the Equity Task Force’s redistricting plan (March 1990).  In the process, Cassidy’s African American student population would rise from 8 to 17 %, virtually all living in poverty.
I soon learned how sensitive this issue was to some parents when a past Cassidy PTA president “disinvited” me from her home, after I made it known to the parents who were meeting there that we were a public school and I supported the plan on historical grounds.  She expressed her regrets that I was the new principal.  If I understood her correctly, I apparently did not possess the right kind of attitude.  
150 parents attended a raucous meeting with school officials, including myself, explaining how the plan would be implemented at Cassidy.  Thankfully, there was a majority of progressive parents who supported the idea of increased racial diversity at the school and sought real-world experiences for their children.  I supported their arguments every way I could.  But, there was a sizable group who were not supportive - and whose motives were, in my opinion, suspect.  I made a choice based on what I believed to be right, said it out loud, and stood by it.  
The second event came one month later, and was called KERA.  It had a sweeping effect – not all of it good – that abides today.
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The state’s new Primary Program with its insistence upon multi-aged groupings got a strong reaction from parents and educators alike.  Parents didn’t understand the rationale and tended to fear it.  Teachers were generally willing to try but were frustrated looking for the support needed to implement it effectively.  My view was that this kind of grouping was OK (not really better or worse), but only if teachers were properly trained, and other things like textbooks, tests and attendance regulations were also changed to support the primary teacher.  Those supports never came and the Primary Program never became fully institutionalized at Cassidy.  Like most other schools, we went through the motions of multi-aged groupings.
A slight up tick in private school enrollment occurred at the time, but a larger attrition from FCPS was yet to come with the sprouting of more church and home school options over the next decade and a half.
In June 1994, the legislature passed a measure permitting a special election to seat a minority member to school councils.  This was a good idea, but in the process, the legislature added the peculiar provision that only minority parents could vote.  I was convinced that this was a violation of the 15th amendment of the U.S. Constitution.  Moreover, I realized that I would be required to disenfranchise someone in a public school election based solely upon their race – and I believed there were parents ready to challenge in court.  I did not want to end up testifying in favor of the plaintiffs.  
In an attempt to find a way out, I proposed an “alternative model” for our school council that would keep all provisions the same, but would allow any parent who wanted to vote for the minority election to do so.  (The alternative model approach was a legal stretch, but it was all I had.  The state Board of Education could approve alternative models but they were typically restricted to the number and composition of school council members – not voting provisions.)  The bill’s author, Senator Gerald Neal, was offended and said we should just follow the state law instead of worrying about it, but I didn’t like playing politics with important American principles.  The African American Education Coalition complained about our stand.  Senator Ed Ford, the bills’ co-sponsor, explained that the fear was that white parents might only elect “Uncle Tom[s]” but he acknowledged our point of view and suggested the law might need reworking the next time around.  In the next legislative session, it was amended to allow all parents to vote for the minority representative.
The biggest surprise to me was that our African American parents didn’t like the voting provision either.  The way they explained it to me was that you don’t bring groups together by separating them.  To further complicate matters, the bill was unclear as to how schools would determine what race a person was.  Ultimately, we were advised by KDE that a person was the race they said they were.  Our first election under the law took place in October, 1994.  Four minorities voted; 3 Jews and the candidate, who was African American.

While this was going on, Lexington Herald-Leader columnist, Merlene Davis, stated her disagreement with our position factually and in an appropriate manner.  In a strange turn of events in January 1996, she called me out again, this time questioning my heart and stating that I “[didn’t] believe a minority should necessarily be seated on [my] site-based council.”  I had a problem with that.  I was not a public figure.  She was wrong on the facts and I thought I could prove it from her own earlier writing.  I complained to Editor Tim Kelly, who saw my point.  I told Mr. Kelly that I was not interested in pursuing any action against the paper.  Ms. Davis was directed to apologize in her column, and I was allowed to vent my frustration on the opinion page.
Around this time I helped develop what was known as the Academic Assistance Plan.  The plan would provide additional money to schools that were unable to generate much PTA support.  It was intended to help equalize schools in terms of items that poorer schools could not afford – like a new fax machine or landscaping items – whatever a poor school needed that rich schools could afford through their PTAs.  The plan was implemented for a number of years, but unfortunately, picked up some bureaucratic red tape along the way which changed its intent.

The first chance we got to back off multi-aged groupings at Cassidy School came in May 1996, and we took it.  The General Assembly modified the plan to allow school councils the authority to determine "the extent to which multi-age groupings are necessary" to meet the goals of education reform.  We decided that the extent was zero.  This created a dust up with KDE and some legislators who argued that while a school could greatly curtail multi-age groupings, it could not do away with them completely.  We thanked them for their clarification and chose to implement the most limited multi-aging possible.  Both KDE and the legislators then agreed with our plan.  The Herald-Leader provided a sophomoric public dissent and I returned a snarky little volley.  
By November 1996, the Board of Education agreed to support superintendent Peter Flynn’s plan for expanded magnet school offerings as a remedy for the city’s segregated housing patterns which made it difficult for the schools to become balanced racially without elaborate busing schemes.  We raised doubts about the program; worried that resources and students might be creamed off the top of the neighborhood schools, while failing to balance the schools racially.  The plan was implemented and later abandoned.  By 2000, it was being criticized for producing less diversity than had existed in 1976.

In 1998, Board of Education member Harvie Wilkinson, appointed me to the Fayette County Schools Equity Council, asking me to do my best to improve the council and equity in our schools.  I made every attempt to engage in issues as they arose, but I was unfamiliar with the way the council operated and was frustrated by repeatedly failing to gain an appointment to a council committee, where much of the council’s work was done.  When, after 15 months, that frustration grew to a feeling of marginalization, I wrote to Mr. Wilkinson to state my concerns with the council.  I copied the council members and the board of education.  Somebody else copied the Herald-Leader, and the issue blew up publicly.  
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I raised concerns about leadership, and the role of the council in the school district.  I questioned the departure of two African American members of the council who apparently disagreed with the leadership on some issues and I called for bylaws to clarify the council’s role and how it would operate.  In short, I said, it’s time to state publicly whether the Equity Council was working to make improvements within the system or if the council is a community group whose purpose is to complain, without accepting the responsibility for drafting a plan, effecting change, or promoting open dialogue.
Eventually, bylaws were written and the council was reestablished.  Moreover, the Equity Council helped launch a new group called “One Community, One Voice.”  It came out immediately with a strong plan to improve underperforming schools, and became a strong partner to the school district in the process.  
In 1994, I was appointed by Governor Brereton Jones to the State Advisory Council on Adult Education and Literacy and rose to chairman.  That appointment was later renewed by Governor Paul Patton for the newly formed State Board for Adult and Technical Education.  In 2000, I was recognized by the Fayette County School Administrators Association for dedicated service to education.  Cassidy School was recognized as a “Pacesetter School” by the Kentucky Department of Education in 2000, and as a “Four-Time Rewards School” by the Prichard Committee, the Kentucky Chamber of Commerce and Partnership for Kentucky Schools in January 2002.   

Late on a Friday night in February 2000, I was awakened by a phone call from elementary schools Director Bob McLaughlin, informing me of the arrest for prostitution of one of my teachers.  That was the start of a very difficult week at Cassidy.  Over the weekend I contacted my school council members, key staff, the district’s crisis management team leader, and called an emergency predawn Monday faculty meeting.  The faculty was instructed to deal with children’s issues only.  Anything having to do with the teacher or potential disciplinary responses was referred to the district.  Our story was, “How does a school respond to such an event?”  By this time, the newspaper and all four TV networks had the story but were sitting on it, trying to decide if and how to run it.  But once WLEX decided to run the story at noon on Monday, everybody ran it – a least common denominator type of group-think.  
Over the next day and a half the principal’s office was full of reporters and the story went national.  All TV stations and print media from Lexington and Louisville along with two national news magazines descended upon the school.  It became a topic on local radio shows where listeners called in to rate the hooker.  We learned from neighborhood family sources that coverage had reached Mexico, Canada and the Caribbean Islands and included Jay Leno, Dave Letterman, Paul Harvey and many others along the way.  I remain indebted to “Cassidy Dad” Doug Gabbard for his timely expert advice.
At the height of the controversy I planned for a parent meeting where we would discuss the event and how we would respond.  In a planning meeting with the board of education attorney a miscommunication took place.  I reminded her to think about who would be at the meeting, but apparently wasn’t clear that it included a quorum of school council members.  She advised me that the press could be excluded.  I excluded the press from the meeting and drew a public complaint from the Herald-Leader.  
The board attorney and I discussed the matter again and determined that they were correct to complain.  I took responsibility, apologized and assured them I would not repeat the mistake.  They were gracious.  In retrospect, I should have allowed the media into the meeting, declared a quorum, called for a closed session, and then excluded the press.  The result would have been the same - and it would have been procedurally acceptable.  It was a whirlwind week of meetings, interviews, counseling with students, class reorganization, phone calls, Emails, letters to parents, support and direction to faculty and staff, and a thorough investigation of the teacher’s classroom.  
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In June, 2000, Sanford T. Roach, an 84-year-old retired Fayette County educator and legendary coach raised concerns over the content of the history books our children use in school.  He was correct to complain.  Neither Camp Nelson which provided the Union Army with more than 10,000 soldiers, making it the third largest recruiting and training depot for blacks during the Civil War, nor the inventions of Kentuckian Garrett Morgan were mentioned at all in the history book he reviewed.  With few exceptions, Roach complained, "whites were depicted in worthwhile activities, while blacks were depicted as slaves."  At the time I was a member of the Equity Council, as well as a principal, and was asked by the Herald-Leader to comment on the issue.

I commented that, Cassidy didn’t offer the textbook that Roach reviewed but that the Kentucky history textbook used at Cassidy also had glaring omissions.  I acknowledged the fact that major publishers paid a lot of attention to diversity, but there had not been much progress in Kentucky history books.  I also opined that part of the problem was that many white teachers had a "knowledge gap" about black history. (Note: This problem has been nicely resolved with the recently published Kentucky Faces by Kentucky state historian Dr. James Klotter and his educator wife Frieda.
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By this time Cassidy School had begun to implement an ambitious set of programs.  We had been approached by the Superintendent Robin Fankhauser to volunteer for the state’s Minority Student Achievement Program.  It was kind of her to approach us in this way.  At the time Cassidy had the largest achievement gap in the state according to one estimate from the Kentucky Association of School Councils.  The Minority Student Achievement Program was initially advertised to us as the state’s big effort to study the closing of the achievement gap through the active research efforts of the faculties of schools across the state including, Cassidy, Morton and Henry Clay.  We were promised flexibility and expected to – stop me if you’ve heard this one – “think outside of the box.”  Our best efforts would be shared and studied.  We would receive professional development, post reports on the Kentucky Virtual High School website, and receive some kind of funding.  The funding idea was quickly nixed but the faculty did join with Dr. Lynn Smith’s Bethune Institute to study issues related to culture and teaching and to work directly with Dr. Geneva Gay.  Most of the other promises remained promises, but for a while, we were allowed some flexibility in the use of school funds to support the experimental nature of the undertaking.
By the 2000-2001 school year activity had been ramped up.  I brought in Dr. James Loewen, author of the award-winning Lies My Teacher Told Me, and Dr. Juwanza Kunjufu, outspoken critic and author of the controversial The Conspiracy to Destroy Black Boys to speak to the faculty and the school community.  We implemented a balanced literacy Program, smaller class sizes in primary, and an interim assessment system – and much more.  Congressman Ernie Fletcher invited me to testify at a field hearing of the U S House of Representatives, Committee on Education and the Workforce, on the transferability of federal funds.  
Our efforts over the years produced steady progress, and in 2006 Cassidy was recognized by the Fayette Educational Foundation for having closed 80% of the gap while exceeding 90 on the Commonwealth Accountability Testing System.  And, the lion’s share of the credit belongs to the talented and hard-working faculty.
In 2002, I was presented with the Kentucky PTA's Outstanding Educator Award thus becoming the first elementary school principal to win the honor, which is usually reserved for teachers.  Cassidy School was also the first Kentucky school (and among the first thirty Schools nationally) to receive the National PTA’s Parental Involvement School of Excellence certification.
My 2003 dissertation received the Education Law Association's Outstanding Dissertation of the Year. The study titled Each Child, Every Child: The Story of the Council for Better Education, Equity and Adequacy in Kentucky's Schools was an analysis of Kentucky's struggle for an equitable and adequate education for all students.
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The success of my dissertation, left me with an increased desire to write – I just wasn’t quite sure what.  From time to time, opinion pieces of mine have been pubished in the Herald-Leader; some political, but mostly related to education.  For example, when the Fayette County delegation to the House of Representatives, in 2003, critized the Board of Education for complaining about inadequate funding, I defended the board – because I believed them to be right.  When the Board of Education contemplated substantial cuts to programming for special needs children, I spoke on behalf of the principals association in opposition to the plan.  

I retired after 31 years – 25 as an elementary school administrator.  I had really intended to work a couple more years.  Financially, it would have been better for me to stay two more years until age 55.  But a disagreement with Superintendent Ken James over a district decision that removed instructional services from Cassidy’s low-income intermediate students, thus delaying Cassidy from reaching its NCLB goals, changed all that.  I was so upset that I nearly resigned at mid-year - but my wife “talked me down.”  I finished the year but the superintendent did not.  Much to my chigrin, about the time I left, Stu Silberman arrived.  What was a problem for Ken James, was not a problem for Stu Silberman.  The issue was quickly resolved, the school was back on track, and NCLB goals have now been met.
Since retiring I have been teaching graduate education classes at the University of Kentucky and Georgetown College.  I have audited three college courses (two in journalism and one in Kentucky history).  I have also been independently researching the history of educaton in Kentucky with an eye toward a book on the topic.  I serve as a trainer for the Kentucky Principals Internship Program, and work with a number of prospective and newly-hired principals annually.
My wife Rita and I always said that when our youngest left for college, we would be “free agents” and might move to the beach, or perhaps the mountains.  Our youngest started UK this fall, and here we are.  We have pretty much decided that we love it here, and at this point, plan to stay.  We will celebrate our 11th anniversary in December, and I’ve never been happier.  

