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	School's allure is used as lure
Arts school deal part of Durham plan

By NIKOLE HANNAH-JONES, Staff Writer


DURHAM -- Durham school leaders are taking a lesson from marketing 101 as they attempt to sell the district's magnet system: If a product's demand is greater than the supply, use that to an advantage. 

School officials are hoping to do just that with their proposal to link two magnet elementary schools with the highly popular Durham School of the Arts. 
Under a proposal to be formally presented to the Durham school board Thursday, every student who attends R.N. Harris Integrated Arts and Core Knowledge magnet and Club Boulevard Humanities magnet would earn a get-into-DSA-free card. 

The rest of Durham would be left to scrap for the remaining seats at the combined middle and high school, which turned away 73 percent of its applicants last year. 

Hearings ahead 
Linking the magnets is part of a larger plan released by school officials this month to reorganize the district's magnets and school attendance zones. The board will vote on this and other parts of the proposal after at least three public hearings to be held next month. 

While Club Boulevard is fairly popular, R.N. Harris has not been able to attract enough students to fill its classrooms. DSA is considered the county's premier middle school. Tying it to Harris would, among other things, draw more students -- something a magnet program is designed to do. 

Competition to get into DSA is already fierce. For the 2004-05 school year, an applicant's chances of getting into the Durham School of the Arts were one in 16. If the proposal passes, those chances could drop by half. 

What's the school's allure? 

"In order to get into that school, you have to be an active parent," said parent Valerie Brightwell. "That right there tells you something about the parent's interest in education and ... eliminates quite a few of what a lot of people would consider problem kids." 

Parents at Club Boulevard and Harris elementaries say that linking the schools ensures that children who have invested in six years of arts-focused education get to continue that. It also keeps students together as they travel on to middle and high school, something parents say is comforting. 

But the proposed link rankles many other parents, who say they may not know by kindergarten that the arts are their child's destiny. 

"I'm not sure that giving those two schools preference is fair," said Todd Patton, who has a second-grader at Easley Elementary. "It's hard to know what we're going to be looking at in four years as far as options, but it would be nice to have all the options available." 

Why not another? 

Parents wonder why the district did not propose creating another art school for secondary students. But the DSA magnet is the district's most expensive, calling for seven additional staff positions and $175,000 more per year in funding. 

"The administration put in place a proposal that is fundable," school board Vice Chairman Steve Martin said. 

Chris Bennett, who is heading the magnet overhaul, said parents do not have to know before the fifth grade that they want to send their kids to DSA. But for those who are sure that DSA is it, the district is providing a sure-fire way to get their students in. 

School desirability 

And that's exactly what magnets are supposed to do: Attract a diverse group of students from across the district by creating schools more desirable than their neighborhood schools. 

David Klibanow is one of nearly 400 parents from Harris and Club Boulevard who signed a petition in May requesting the link. His son no longer attends Club. But Klibanow said he still supports the link though it will make it harder for his son to get into DSA in the future. 

"Am I thrilled about that? No," Klibanow said. "But if you ... are dead-set on DSA, go to Club Boulevard or Harris. It's a trade-off."

Staff writer Nikole Hannah-Jones can be reached at 956-2433 or nikole.hannahjones@ newsobserver.com. 
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