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three middle schools, grades 68,
instead of two junior highs, grades
78, as it does now.

However, the middle school
change is being phased in more
slowly because of the severe dis-
ruption to Longfellow, a grade 46
school that must create a new arts
and technology middle school in
less than a year. Next year, Long-
fellow will serve grades 57, and
the existing junior highs, King and
Willard, will serve students in
grades 6-8.

“Our challenge is to make sure
the schools some perceive as less
desirable because of their location
will have something special to of-
fer,” Topel said. “They will each

-have to be distinctive enough to
motivate people to leave their
neighborhood,”

In the past, many of Berkeley’s
white residents have been reluc-
- tant to do that,

Under the dying system, Berke-
ley divided its schools into a K-3
and grade 48 system with paired
.attendance zones, That meant ev-
ery school had both flatlands and
hills ehildren. In the early years,
children from minority neighbor-
hoods were bused into schools lo-
cated in white neighborhoods. At
fourth grade, the situation revers.
ed, and it was the white children’s
turn to spend time on a bus for the
next three years,

The problem was that many of
the white families pulled out of
public schools at fourth grade. The
white exodus destroyed racial bal-
anee in many grade 4-8 classrooms.

The historical dip in white en-
rollment at the fourth grade has
diminished in recent years. In the
1989-90 school year, 83 percent of
the district’s third-graders went on
to fourth grade and the majority
~ who left the schools were white.
By 1993-94, 95 percent of the previ-
ous year’s third-graders stayed in

the public schools when it was.

their turn to go the flatlands.

in?”

“I don’t think people have been

paying enough attention to this
turnaround in the last three years
or s0,” said Bruce Wicinas, a south
Berkeley parent who has done ex-
tensive demographics analysis for
the school district. “I really hope
the fear of white flight is not driv-
ing these decisions.”

The school board contends its
primary motivation is to create a
uniform K-5 elementary and a
grade 6-8 middle school organiza-
tion for educational reasons, they
say.

- Most of the community agrees .

the old organization was disrup-

tive for students because of the

mandatory elementary school
transfer at third grade. It also dis-
couraged parent participation,
which is tied to academic success.

Parents with more than one
child in elementary school often
had to juggle PTA meetings and
other volunteer duties among dif-

‘ferent schools. This was especially

hard on low-income parents with-
out cars. For example, some south-
west Berkeley parents have to
change buses three times and stilt
face a steep walk before they

-reach Oxford Sehool in the hills.

“There’s that old attitude of
telling the minority people we’ll
force you to come up the hill if you
want integration,” said Joe Brulen-
ski, a second- and third-grade

-teacher at Oxford. Despite Berke-

ley’s reputation for political cor-
rectness, racial prejudice and class
divisions persist.

“I have seen it firsthand,” said
Anita Baker, a kindergarten teach-
er at Oxford.

Baker, who is black, said she
has been stopped as she walked to
her car at night in the hills near
Oxford and asked by a white resi-
dent, “Whose house do you work

“That shows how some people
think,” said Baker. “We are all
cleaning ladies.” ‘

A vocal pocket of opposition to

Jut in Berkeley

the new plan has developed in the
cominunity associated with Long-
fellow School, a grade 46 school in
the flatlands. The opposition
group includes hilis parents whose
children go to Oxford, a K-3 school
that fed into Longfellow under the
old system, ‘

The Longfellow parents had
lobbied to make their school an el-
ementary school or a K-8 school
under the new plan. They pointed
to the huge concentration of chil-
dren in the southwest Berkeley
neighborhood surrounding their.
school,

Instead, Longfellow was cho-
sen-as the site of the city’s third
middle school. The Longfellow

_parents believe they lost because
the school board voted to rebuild
Cragmont Elementary School next
to the Hayward fault in the hills,
whichihas been closed since after
the earthquake, Cragmont par-
ents, too, heavily lobbied the
school board. They pointed out
that their neighborhood had re-
ceived more than its fair share of -
school closings over the years.

“I call this new plan the white
hills power plan,” said Peggy Seals,
a white mother who lives in the
hills by Oxford, but who is co-
chairman of the Longfellow PTA,
Her husband, Michael Seals, who is
“black, unsuccessfully ran for the
school board last month on a plat-
form that criticized the new plan.
“You have a school board from the
hills now.” -

Topel, one of the candidates
who defeated Seals, pointed out
that she carried an overwhelming
percentage of precinets.

“l1 was elected by the whole’
city,” Topel said. “I am leery of dis-
trict elections hecause then there .
is a fendency to be concerned just
about that area. I think a school
board has to look at the big picture
for all the city and that is what I
try to do.

“In Berkeley, there is no an-
swer that will make everyone hap-
py.”




