Headline: Been there, done that

Quick Read: Sentiment is growing among black and white residents that segregated public schools are OK, a trend that is as disturbing as it is unhealthy.

We are tired of trying. We have had enough.

You take care of your children and I’ll take care of mine.

That seems to be the growing sentiment in Guilford County, where the notion of diversity, in nearly any shape or form, seems to many to have become a cause no longer worth the bother in our public schools.

Consider the short-lived High Point reassignment plan, which was killed by a skittish school board before it had a chance to succeed or fail on its own merits. Or consider the words last week from a former redistricting committee member, in reference to community sentiment during the last round of redistricting seven years ago. 

“They did not want their children bused. They wanted their kids going to the closest school possible,” Mark Guenther said. “Forget about diversity. Forget about socioeconomics.” His audience applauded.

So, here we are, in the year 2006, with some schools more segregated than they were in 1971, when the Greensboro City Schools drew their first district lines.

Thirty-five years later, Dudley High School is 99 percent minority. Northwest High School is 86 percent white. Wiley Elementary School is 100 percent minority. Summerfield Elementary is 88 percent white. Jackson Middle School is 94 percent minority. Northwest Middle School is 89 percent white.

These are not uncommon trends. Jonathan Kozol in his book “The Shame of the

Nation: The Restoration of Apartheid Schooling in America” notes a national retreat toward resegregation.

Arguably, we are even worse off than we were in the 1960s. At least then the largely segregated schools were socioeconomically mixed. According to 2004-05 figures, 90 percent or more of the students at five Guilford County elementary schools qualified for free or reduced-price lunches; 80 percent or more at three middle schools; and 55 percent or more at five high schools.

So what? some say. Desegregation doesn’t work. We shouldn’t sacrifice the futures of our children in the name of “social engineering.”

But studies show that racially and economically segregated schools, on the whole, perform more poorly than more racially balanced schools. And there is something to say for the life lessons to be learned in a school that actually reflects the real world.

Of course, this isn’t easy to achieve, especially when populations shift and housing patterns remain largely segregated, despite some progress. So some communities simply have given up.

Ironically, the prevailing sentiment at recent school redistricting forums recalls Greensboro’s so-called “freedom of choice” plan in the late 1960s and early ’70s, which resulted in small numbers of black students at majority white schools and no white students in predominantly black schools.

Today we’d call them “neighborhood schools.” Back then, the courts called them “separate but unequal.”

