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Status quo may be the most reasonable option

By Pedro Noguera

As the deliberations of the
School Organization Task Force
come to a close, the wisdom of
those who designed the present
configurationback in 1968 becomes
increasingly evident.

With few exceptions, none of
the schemes that are presently un-
der consideration offer answers to
the most important questions con-
fronting BUSD:

1) How do we address the racial
imbalances, both with respect to
enrollment and student achieve-
ment, that currently exist within
our schools?; and 2) What do we do

- to prevent the continued loss of
students to private schools and to
attract some of those who have al-
ready left the system?

Both of these questions lie at the
heart of the district’s primary mis-
sion, and must for that reason take
precedent over other considerations

as plans for reorganization are con- -

sidered.

In my rele on the board, I en-
tered the discussion on school or-
ganization hoping to instigate de-
bate and soul-searching overissues
that had become taboo in public
discourse over the future of public
education in Berkeley. Knowing
how parental choices had produced
significant declines in white stu-
dent enrollment, I raised questions
about the community’s commit-
ment to integrated schools.

To the surprise of many I also
suggested that the district should
consider the concept of neighbor-
hood schools even as I acknowl-
edged that it might mean accepting
even greater imbalances in the ra-
cial composition of district schools.

Part of me wanted to see these
issues raised and discussed because
I knew that even though they were
already a part of the private discus-
sions parents had been having for
years, Berkeley’s politically cor-
rectenvironment had rendered them
untouchable in public.

At the time I felt that forcing a

discussion on integration seemed
to be the only way to create the
opportunity for frank and honest
debate over issues related to race in
our school organization proceeded
new ways for delivering educational
services to children might be seri-
ously considered. Looking into
ways of breaking down the barriers
that exist between our schools and
the neighborhoods that they are lo-
cated in was just one idea I hoped
would be discussed.

As the process draws to a close
and the pressure mounts for the
board to make a decision on the
organization and configuration of
the schools, divisions within the
community over how to resolve
these issues are wide. We may all
know a little more about the vari-
ous ways inwhich the district could
be organized, but we alse know
that for every plan that will be pro-

posed there are incompatible -

counter plans, each of which has its
own proponents and detractors,
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Already there is talk of lawsuits
if the district adopts a plan which

deliberately reduces the degree of .

integration. It is now clear to me
that no matter what the final plan
looks like, the possibility that we
could come out of this having
achieved consensus over a new
school organization plan, and con-
fident that if will be an improvement
over what we presently have is re-
mote at best.

Hence, my appreciationfor those
who took up these questions back
in 1968 has grown. That plan, com-
bined with subsequent policies
pertaining to  enrcollment,
intradistrict transfers and racial
balance, has enabled Berkeley to
sustain a level of integration not
found in most other urban districts.
And, while the status quo is far
from acceptable given the degree
of racial imbalance that presently
exists at certain schools (i.e. Bast

Campus, Washington, Columbus
and Longfellow) and which isrein-
forced by tracking at the high school
and both junior high schools, none

‘of the proposals that I have seen
guarantees any 1mprovcment n’

racial balance.

Itis notcworthy that after éon-
sidering a vast array of proposals,
the Task Force ended up recom-

mending some fairly conservative
changes with respect to school or-.

ganization.. With the exception of

its support for school choice, most . .-

of the other recommendations
merely reaffirm orslightly improve
existing district policies. Their un-
willingness to recommend much

more sweeping changes may be |
due to the involvement of too many.

people with conflicting agendas,
and the inability of district staff to
prevent the process from becoming

. unwieldy and chaotic. However, it

is also true that within this commu-
nity there are sharp differences of

“‘'we could do at the presesit time: ;

opinion on the issues that were '

discussed, and perhaps there isno !
amount of time or skilled facilita-.
tion that c¢ould have: pr duced;-,;
more acceptable Tesults.
Focusmg our energies on how
to improve the quality of interac-:
tion between students of different .
ethnic backgrounds is by far one |
of the most important things that';

By now it should be ‘clear to al}*;
that simply placing students from
different backgrounds in the same |







