A magnet schoo]
with no magnetism

Since the late 60s, the Martin Luther
King Middle School in Dorchester hag had
a4 reputation as 5 Violent, dangerous place
for kids and adults to be, The reputation

still clings to the school, yet Just about ey-

Year ago that white Students would be
bused 1o the King School, there were many
predictions of the terrible things that
would happen 1o them, if they even went.
Yet the Jast school year was the best the
King has had in a long time, and there are
Many parents of whip students who fee]
their children 8ot a first-rate education,
For those of Us who worked so hard 1o
bring that Year about, there was the addi.
lional satisfaction (hat our Supposed|y
substandard ang dangerous school func.
Uoned much more smoothly than many
schools jn other parts of the city,

Buoyed by our success last year ang
further encouraged by the school’s desig-
nation as a magnet school for Phase 2, sev.

program and making changes (o use more
teacher talents (minicourses and elec-
tives), 1o teach reading more elfectively
(daily reading classes with home room
teachers and specialists), (o humanize the
school (breaks between classes and j re-
cess after lunch), and Lo set up accounya.
bility among students apd teachers for cer-
tain basic skills at all three grade levels.
After several exciting meelings in which
these and many other innovations bubbled
up. the group stbmitted a Proposal to the
State for a month of meetings thig summer
and the use of outside consultants.

The proposal Was accepted angd the
meetings began in high spirits, but then
we learned that few white students had
applied 1o (he King School. Since the
schoal must be racially balanged by order
ol Judge Garrity, 1his means thap many
black sludents whg made the King School
their first choice were assigned elsewhere
In Dorchester ang South Boston, and the
total enrollment of the school (capacity
1000) is now 297. There's been a Jot of
cratching of heads and wondering whay
venl wrong, but se far nobody has found a
Vay 1o solve the embarrassing problem of
he magnet school with no magnetism.
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If the school oPens in Scptember with
only 297 students, it won't be long before
more than half of the teachers are trans-
ferred 1o other schools, and the first 10 go
will be most of the Etoup of teachers who
have been planning the magnet program
implemented in
next thing out the door would be much of
the carefu) pianning and programming jt.
self, Its g bitter irony that the King
School, which struggled for years as a ne-
glected all-black ghelto schoo] and pulled

Clearly it was a miscalculation to make
the King School a magnet school in the
first place — the CXPerts must have been
misled by our Success last year when
under the surface the school's old reputa-
tion still hovered over it. But what can be
done now? There are several possibilities,
each of which has problems:

1 — We could make a concerted effort
to recruit more white students 1o come to
the King Schonl and then reassign an
equal number of black students who origi-
nally applied to the King but were assign-
ed elsewhere, The problem here is that the
present controlled transfer policy makes
these moves complicated, and there is »
real question as g how many white pap.
ents would be willing to change horses at
this late date. This might be true even
after many of these white parents in Dor-
chester find oyt that their children are
going 10 8rossly overcrowded schools this
Year — while 700 vdcant seats and a genu-
ine magnet program beckon from the King.

2 — Judge Garrity might make _the

school back into a district school and re-
quire a ful] complement of white students
10 attend, as he did last Year with such
good results. The problem here is that par-
ents have already been informed of an 45-
signment, and a last-minute change woul
ke upsetting, even inflammatory.

3 — Judge Garrity could keep the King
School as a magnet schaol byt assign more
white students to it with the understiang-
ing that if (he school didn't exhibit more
drawing Power next year, would become
a district school again. There s already
brecedent for thig approach in the high
schools, where Some magnet schools wire
also under-applied by white students ang
many have been assigned anyway. But thig
has the same drawback — that of angering
hundreds of barents who hacl already hopy,
told of a definite assignment for the fall,

4 — The judge could order the schaol
department 1o keep the starf at ts prosent
level, or keep cuts 1o a bare minimum $0
as not to damage the magnet program, and
let overstafling he one of the main allrag-
tions of the school. This would certainly
help the magnet program £et off 1o u stup.
ning start, hut Seems an unlikely extravi-
gance in a city where the mayor js wield-
ing a meat cleaver, -

1975-76_schoo] year, the :mbalanced_mtui-_
tion would be terminated by changing the
school back to g balanced district school,
Having an_innavative, integrated King
Sehool gpera ling successfully at fuj) capag-
ILV. even at 70 or g0 percent black, is in 1he
best interests of the whole city, not only
because it gives an exeiling program 4
chanee to get off yjye Eround, and not only

Cmerging as g visible, successfy] example
of quality integrated education,

Kim Marshall has been. a sixp grade
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