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By Dashka Slater

- Two weeks ago, as the final
- public hearing on the

reconfiguration of the Berkeley
schools was winding up, City
Councilmember Maudelle
Shirek took over the
microphone to give a stitring
speech about her girlhood
attending segregated schools in
Arkansas. Like many of
Shirek’s speeches, this one was
long on principles and short on
particulars, but it ended on an
unexpectedly salient note,
“Take some leadership!”’ Shirek
shouted to the hoard.
“Somebody up there, please:
Take some leadership!”

Shirek was admonishing the
board not to make a decision
that she felt would reverse the

district’s 25-year commitment
tn intacrafad erhrnle it o

plea for a show of some kind of
leadership from the School
Board would probably have
been endorsed by just about
everybody in the audience,
whether or not they shared
Shirek's distrust of the new
school-organization plan the
board ended up endorsing.
Leadership has been
conspicuously absent from the
entire school reorganizing
planning process and although
the board has finally made what
could technically be called a
decision, it was one so riddled
with caveats and qualifiers that
it barely merits the term. “I
think it’s important that we
send a message to the
communit¥ that we are in fact
leaning in a direction,” School
Boardmember Pamela Doolan
commented shortly before the
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and three months of meetings,
workshops, and discussions, the
fact that “leaning in a
direction’” was seen as a
forceful move shows just how

- badly leadership was needed.

he plan that the board

tentatively endorsed was
the one put forward by school
superintendent LaVoneia Steele
the week before. Scheduled to
start in September 1995, the
superintendent’s plan divides
the city into three zones that
run from the hills to the bay.
Each zone will contain three
elementary schools for grades K
through five and one middle
school for grades six through .
eight. Parents will be asked to
choose which of the schools in
their zone they want their
children to attend and a district
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children to the schools based on
both parental preference and
racial balance. In theory the
computer will ensure that every
school reflects the district’s
overall racial makeup.

The plan is a departure from
the current integration strategy
in which schools in the
predominantly white hills areas
are paired with ones in the
flatlands. Children from the
flats are now bused to the hills
for kindergarten through third
grade and children from the
hills are bused to the flats for
grades four through six. The
chief rationale for switching to
the new system has been that a
majority of parents, teachers,
and administrators feel that it is
better for children to stay in
one school for grades K through
five than to switch schools after

-third grade. School principals

have argued that fewer

_ transitions mean more stability

for children and more
involvement from parents.
Parents have said that under
the current system, they find
themselves torn between the
school attended by an older .
child and the one attended by a
younger one, “It’s hard to have
an emotional commitment to
two different groups of
teachers,” Cragmont parent
Susan O'Donnell commented at
the December 15 public
hearing,

Once it became clear that most
people wanted to switch to K-
through-five schools, the trick
was to figure out how such
schools could be integrated.
The computerized cheoice
system was the only fair
integration method anyone
could come up with. Some
parents have argued that they
feel the new choice system will
offer more educational variety
and promote more of a
commitment or “‘buy-in”’ from
parents, but others worry that
that choice will end up being
divisive. “It’s going to be a
beauty contest among schools,”
says Clio Terazi, co-chair of the
Malcolm X PTA. “There will
be winners and losers, good
schools and had schools, and it
will be based on hearsay,
rumors, and prejudice, which is
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becomes a K-through-five ~ galling. ““They’re building the .contingencies from Hegarty and
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school in the hills that we need Noguera, including a
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Project is up for renewal in the
next election, hills parents will
almost certainly get their ‘

school. The tax needs a two-
thirds majority to pass, and.
since hills precincts vote in. ...
higher numbers than any other -
district in the city, School .
Board members are unwﬂlmg to
annoy hillsideé. voters. But the.
rebuilding of Cragmont isa
bitter pill for many in the =
flatlands to swallow. The ..
“teachers at LeConte school, for
instance, voted to endorse the
‘concept of zoned choice only on
the condition that Cragmont not
be rebuilt.
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