Schools of choice: Alike as apples, oranges?

By Wayne Poal '
staff writor

Cholce implies diversity and, when
It comes to schools of choice, diversi-
ty Is rampant. .

Ask any proponent — or vpponent
~ to delflne what schools of choice
means, and you're likely to come up
with many, varied responses

Far some, cholce means magnet
schools for the gifted and talented ~
on the order of Detroit’s Cass Tech
or New York's famous mgh School
for the Performing Aris,

For others, choice means special
programs for students wha are bare-
ly scraping by.

Some sce schools of choice as a
way to brlng urban and suburban
students together, or, at the very
least, help equalize educaticn among
rich and poor school public districts.

Others, however, fear choice will
prompt scgregation, not only by race
but by economic background. Somie
also see choice as Just another at-

tempt for a voucher system, giving
ax credits o parents who send their
children to private schools.

If there’s one thing supporters and
detraclors agrev upan, however, it is
that choice ‘micans nathing without

“ objectives.

“THE QUESTION is what do you
want te do?,” sajd Mike Boulus of
the Middle Cities Education Associa-
tion. “If_you're simply moving kids
around, that’s not chicice.”

Many local school districts have
already been implementing innova-
tive programs that weuld fit under
the schools of choice banner.

Bloomfield Hills has recently im-
plemented a model high schoa! class-
room, giving students freedem to
help create their own study plan.

Plymouth-Canton Schools is ex-
ploring team teaching for select
middle school students and also con-
sidering creating a “schoo! within a
school” for. some academic disci-
plines. .

In Oakland County, plans arc und-
erway for a countywide magnel high
school for mathematics and science,
students,

Such cfforts are cheered by Donn
Shelton of the Metropolitan Affairs
Corp., a research agency financed by
arca corporations and unions,

“Public educatlon is about the lust
institution doing things essentta)
they were done a half centu-
ry ago.” sald Shelton.

Choice would give parents and stu-
dents greater input.into education,
Shelten said. Demand alone would,
determine which schoo) programs
were successful and which weren't.

At the spme time, Shelton notes —
not without irony ~ (hat schools of
cholce |5 more iastically pro-

pected locus on tmnspormlom coun-
seling and racial balance, they're
also expected to focus on athletic re.
_cruiting,

“That’s a big problem in Minneso-
cially for hockey,” Beard-’
d,

Legis) empowering local dis-

moted by parents, government offt-
cials and business lcaders than by
educators themselves.

“The system is very defensive,”
said.

A spukesman for the state's larg-
est teachers wnion, lowever, said
teachers aren't opposed 1o the con-
Ct'pl but they are cautious.

“At this poini, we don't support
cross-district programs {sending stu.
dents from ane public school district
to special programs in another),”
said Allan Short, director of govern-
mental affairs for the Michigan Edu.
cation  Associalion. “We think it
should be lmplL‘lIlL‘ﬂlL‘l! within dis
tricts first.”"

Equality, Short nxd should be the
watchword

he

“ONE OF the things you-have to
have is fair treatment of alt the par-
ents,” b s, .

At the ‘same

“strongly opposes”
te

time, the MEA
a4 voucher sys-

That's not Roing to help at all.”
Short said

Who participates in schools of
choiee programs — and who doesn’t
- is a major concern for even the
staunchest supporters of the cancepl

“Certainly, you can't have segre.
said Boulus, whose group in-
cludes the  Ilymouth-Canton  and
Southficld distriets, as well as near
two dozen other suburban, ueban and
rural districts throughout the state.

Though the group initinlly oppos
chotee, Boulas said he'll soon
member districts whether they.are
interested 1n reconsidering that posts
tivn,

Gov. John Engler and the Michi-
gan Board of Education hiave em-
braced schools of choice, bul board
members say they're moving cau-
liously )
ere supportive, but you ¢an’t
rush into-something with no kmml
edge or i base of experience,” said,
state hoard member Dorathy Beard-
more of Hochesler Hills.

The board has approved “tneen-
tive funds™ to create test programs
wn individual schoal districts

While the test programs are ex-
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tricts to creute schools of choice pro-
grams is expected 1o be reintroduced
in the state Senate.

While cross-district choice re-
mains an eption, it's still uncertain
how -schools of cheice would be ult:
mately implemuented in Micbigan.

Programs in other states, howev-
er, offer some clues.

Minnesola's n enrollment plan,
allowing students to attend any pub-
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lic school in the stale, has already
been widely discussed among Michi-
gan government officials and educa-
tars,

The Minnesota plan allows school
choice- based upon available space,
hoth within the district and schuol
building. The plan prevents students
{from being accepled or rejected on
the basis of behavior and grades but
allows district 10 set individual
guidelines

State aid of up to :J 600 dransfers
with each student

At that, it’s uncertain, whether the
plan will prove effective. Less than
one tenth of 'percent of all students
cligible o change schools actually.
duil 10 1987-88, the program's first
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year of operation.

“One positive thing that has come
out of the Minnesota plan is that
sehool districts h, become more
attuned Lo the needs of their students
and parens,” Beardmore sid. "Hut

“ s not all about quality education.”
In . Michigan, Beardtnure said.
state bouard of education members
d(ndl up to 100 property lransfer
s a year - allowing children
'ru 1 one:school district to attend
school in i bordering district
Yol once. in il thuse cases
heard :myllung about academ
she sand. "Ity about societal things

where mom ur dad works, wieré
the buby sitter lives and,"in Jame
canes. o schnol district having @

poul while another one doesn't.”

Other states, however, have une
plemented programs widely differ.
ent from Minnesota’s open enro)l-
ment mode), according to-informa-
tion compiled by the Denver-based
Fducation Committee of Lhe States *
and by the New Jersey b«punumnl
of Education

State and regional schools for j,lll»
ed have been cstablished 1n several
southern states, imeluding North Ca-
ralina and Virgima Boulas, st least,
thanks somuething sumuli could hig-
pien here

“I'm predicung that's gomng 16 be
the next big thing vou)) hedar about

our umversities helping estahlish
schuols of their own,” hie sid
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