Making the grade despite `white flight'
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CHARLOTTE, N.C. - Four years ago, about 200 of the Albemarle Road Elementary School's 800 students were white. 

But in the summer of 2001, a federal court decision closed a historic chapter of 30 years of forced desegregation. 

By the fall, nearly two-thirds of the white children were gone, off to other area schools that parents perceived as better for their kids. Today, only about 65 remain at Albemarle. 

"All I can do is teach the children that the parents choose to send me," said Principal Janet McCaskill. "I don't like the idea that the white parents feel this is not a quality school." 

Throughout Charlotte-Mecklenburg County's public schools, segregation is rising anew since a court ruling abruptly halted three decades of cross-district busing. 

Yet even as many Charlotte schools fall victim to a pattern of what has become known as "white flight," all too familiar to New Jersey cities such as Trenton, the district - and Albemarle Road - are defying conventional wisdom with test scores that continue to rise. 

On a 2003 test, referred to as the "nation's report card," which compares 10 major primarily urban districts, Charlotte's fourth- and eighth-graders ranked No. 1. The 122,000-student district compared favorably even when its suburban areas were excluded. 

Yet unlike Trenton and 30 other New Jersey special-needs districts, which last year spent an average of more than $13,000 per child to overcome poverty and segregation, Charlotte is doing the job for thousands of dollars less. 

Relying on a relentless use of testing to identify children in need of extra help, introduced by former Superintendent Eric Smith, Charlotte is now recognized as one of the top urban districts in the nation, despite lagging high school performance. 

Superintendent James Pughsley is concerned that the crumbling racial and ethnic balance will take an academic toll. He wrestles with improving Charlotte's successor to three decades of forced busing, a plan that gives parents a choice of schools within a section of the district. 

But while resegregation may be beyond his power to stop, improving student performance remains within the district's grasp, he said. 

"It pains me to see the number of schools that have been resegregated," he said. "I advocate for diversity, but my eye's on the prize, and the prize is student achievement."-- -- -- On the floor of their fourth-grade classroom at Albemarle Road, Taylor Dickerson, a white girl with tufts of red curls, sits with Austin Duke, a black youngster, looking over their science project. 

It is a diagram of the Earth drawn with highlighter pens. Both chatter proudly about their use of different colors to mark each layer, from core to crust. 

Yet Austin was prouder yet of his work the previous week on North Carolina's standardized tests. 

"They're fun," Austin said last spring, the sparkle in his eyes matching the quality of his performance. 

New Jersey was hit years ago by white flight. In Trenton, 24 of every 25 public-school students are either black or Hispanic. A recent report by the Civil Rights Project at Harvard University listed New Jersey as high as fifth in rankings of the most segregated states for black students. 

Chances for blacks, whites and Hispanics to work side by side have become fewer at Albemarle Road and numerous other Charlotte schools as well. 

Three years ago, a court ruled that the U.S. Supreme Court's 1971 Swann v. Mecklenburg mandate to integrate schools through busing no longer was necessary. 

Now, two out of three of the district's 148 schools are racially imbalanced, compared to half prior to the order being lifted. 

The district is 43 percent black, 40 percent white and 9 percent Hispanic, with high minority concentrations in the inner city.-- -- -- Yet, despite a predominantly minority population, Albemarle Road was tops in the district from 2000 to 2003 in narrowing the achievement gap, with a mere 6 percentage-point difference between blacks and whites in reading and math. 

The challenges couldn't be more difficult, said McCaskill, the principal, with gangs and crime present in the outskirts of an otherwise quiet neighborhood and one-third of the students finishing the year elsewhere as families move or break apart. 

Yet unlike other schools, Albemarle Road hasn't become underpopulated, despite the exodus of whites, as blacks and minorities take their place. That's evident from the school's "trailer park" - a sea of 11 new classroom trailers and two bathroom trailers. 

Albemarle Road adheres to the district's persistent use of test-score analysis, and Charlotte's curriculum - so regulated that it follows a calendar - means students don't lose ground when they change schools. 

In fact, staff members meet in August to determine which students need double or even triple doses of English and math instruction, McCaskill said. Quarterly testing illustrates whether students have caught up. 

Parent Darlene McLaughlin, who is white, said white families were wrong to give in to stereotypes. 

"I think people don't find out enough about the scores and the information about the school," she said. "I think they look at the makeup and felt they want to be somewhere else."-- -- -- New Jersey's Abbott vs. Burke court cases, which places poor, urban districts on a financially level playing field with their wealthiest suburban counterparts, has no mirror image in the nation. 

But, Pughsley, the superintendent, said there is something to spending more where the money's needed most. 

The Albemarle district, which spent $7,300 per student in 2003-04, does provide 30 percent more dollars to high-poverty schools than the rest. The money reduces class size and buys supplies, Pughsley said. 

Standardized test results show that even in those "Equity Plus" schools, passing percentages are largely in the 70 to 80 percent range. 

Unlike New Jersey's Abbott districts, Charlotte has the same corporate-like approach to its money and programs as its test scores. 

Every Charlotte program is reviewed every three years. If not reapproved, it ceases to exist. 

Clearly, however, not every Charlotte recipe for saving money can be replicated up North. 

North Carolina has no teacher unions, making boards of education all-powerful and keeping Charlotte's average teacher salary at $40,000, some 30 percent below the Trenton and New Jersey averages despite a mere 10 percent difference in the cost of living.-- -- -- Like any urban school district, Charlotte isn't utopia. 

Before being given a one-year extension in October, Pughsley found himself under fire, particularly for the kind of weak high school performance endemic to most big-city districts. 

In fact, said Assistant Superintendent Susan Agruso, the middle schools surged only after the first wave of students who took prekindergarten classes made it to the seventh grade. 

But Charlotte has some shining examples, including Olympic High. 

Fighting was common there, particularly among Hispanics and Asians, and students routinely roamed the halls, even during class, recalled Principal Pam Espinosa. 

Many students could barely read or write, and a deeply entrenched veteran staff was content with the way things were. 

"I worked with an English teacher . . . who showed filmstrips all the time," said ninth-year school veteran Rae Kube, who teaches English to immigrants. 

"They couldn't write essays, but my ESL (English as a Second Language) kids were doing essays." 

But Eric Smith, Pughsley's predecessor, gave Espinosa the tools to make a dramatic turnaround, and the gamble paid off. 

With a new high school opening in the area to siphon off 40 percent of her enrollment, Espinosa got to hand-pick the 40 percent of her staff who would leave with them, largely discarding veterans who refused to buy into her efforts. 

She also acted to quell violence, particularly fights between Hispanics and Asians, and end the roaming of students in the halls during class time. 

She discarded the "lockout" rooms where problem students once had been sent for misbehavior because many strategized to go there to skip class work for 90 minutes. 

Overall, from 2000 to 2003, the percentage of students performing at grade level showed across-the-board gains, rising from 37 percent to 56 percent. 

Olympic lost many of its top children to rigorous International Baccalaureate magnet schools. Now a number have returned, and the school represents the ultimate in integration in 2004-05, including 43 percent black, 38 percent white and 13 percent Hispanic. 

"I was scared to come here (at one time). People were crazy," said Dana Buckles last spring, a month before graduating. 

"You're not ashamed to say you go to school here anymore." 

Tomorrow: A look at Trenton schools, a paradox of improving elementary test scores and stagnant secondary-school performance. ( 

