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EDUCATION

INITIATIVES AIM
TOHELP YOUNG
BLACKMEN

CLOSE THE GAP

graduation rates

Virginia Beach and Norfolk had
the largest local gap between
high sehool graduation rates for
black males and their division
graduation rates. The gap was

14 percentage points in the Beach
and 12 in Norfolk.

By Lauren Hoth
The Virginian-Pilot

VIRGINIA BEACH

On Saturday morning, 347
voung black men have been in-
vited to celebrate their academic
prowess over sausage and eggs.
All are graduating with at least
a.3.0 grade-point average froma
high school in Hampton Roads or
the Eastern Shore.

The organizers of the break-
Fast wish there were hundreds
Mmore.

In each of the five cities of
South Hampton Roads, black
males graduate at lower rates,
get lower SAT scores and fail
state math and reading tests
more often than their class-
mates.

Performance gaps between
black and white students, with
bovs usually lagging behind,
are pervasive.

“We're very concerned,” said
Bruce Hacker, education chair-
man for the Hampton Roads
Committee of 200+ Men, the
African American group or-
ganizing Saturdayv’s breakfast.
“It’s an issue the entire region
needs to be concerned about.
It's a nationwide crisis.”

In Virginia Beach, black
males fall below city averages

See EDUCATION, PAGE 11



EDUCATION

EFFORTS GO BEYOND SCHOOL WALLS

Continued from Page 1

for graduation and college en-
trance test scores by the wid-
est margins in South Hampton
Roads. Beach educators have
developed a plan to improve the
academic results of those boys.
It sets 12 objectives, including
getting bovs up to reading lev-
el by the end of third grade
and cutting dropout rates by
25 percent.

At their retreat last summer,
Virginia Beach's School Board
wrestled over choosing top aca-
demic priorities for the vear. Ul-
timately, they picked improving
academic results for African
American males over greater
parity among high schools.

“This piece gets them wher-
ever they are,” be it elementa-
rv, middle or high school, board
member Ed Fissinger said at
the time. “We can come back
and address the high school
piece.”

Fellow board member Michael
Stewart said the board chose the
goal because “what is not a goal
doesn't get worked on.”

Experts sav gaps by race and
income are measurable when
children enter school, and they
can persist. Those differences
were shrinking until the late
1970z, when schools stopped be-
coming more racially diverse,
said Dan Losen, a senior asso-
ciate with the Civil Rights Proj-
ectat the University of Califor-
nia at Los Angeles.

According to a 2006 study by
the Schott Foundation for Pub-
lic Education, only 45 percent
of black males graduate from
high school, compared with 70

percent of the tatal student pop-
ulation.

Locally, the largest gaps be-
tween black males and their di-
vision graduation rate were 14
percentage points in Virginia
Beach and 12 in Norfolk.

“We have a lot of people
around here who are smart,
but they don’t see us,” said
Robert Isaac, a black 16-vear-
old who attends Tallwood High
School and hangs out at a com-
munity center on Baker Road.
“They don't know what we can
accomplish.”

When schools don't reach
black voungsters, results in-
clude high unemplovment and
imprisonment rates, a lack of
access to college and unsta-
ble families, according to the
Schott study:

The AVID program— Advance-
ment Via Individual Determina-
tion - in Virginia Beach is help-
ing students such as 18-vear-old
Joshua Bowens get invited tothe
scholars breakfast. Bowens said
that before he enrolled in AVID,
he thought going to college didn’t
take any special preparation.

“I just thought vou applied, vou
were in,” the Cox High School se-
nior said.

AVID is aimed at middle and
high school students who could
succeed in college but aren’t on
the right track. It is offered at
middle and high schools in Vir-
ginia Beach and Chesapeake.

Bowens spent the past four
vears pushing himself to get
better grades, taking challeng-
ng courses and preparing forthe
SAT, a test on which most black
males score below average.

“Coming out of middle school, I

We have a lot of people around
here who are smart, but they

don't see us. They don’t know
what we can accomplish.”
Robert [saac, a Wack 16-year-old who attends

Tallwood High School and hangs out at
a community center on Baker Road

was just reckless,” Bowens said.
“MNow I've gota 3.0.7

He plans to attend Christopher
Mewport University.

Nearly 80 points separate
black males in Chesapeake and
Virginia Beach from school divi-
sion average scores on the math
SATs. The gap is similar state-
wide. When compared to white
males, Virginia's black males
were 92 points behind on the
800-point math test.

Black males fall behind for
many reasons, sald Madeline
Hafner, executive director of
the Minority Student Achieve-
ment Network, a national co-
alition working to close the
achievement gap. They're more
likely to have less-experienced
teachers, attend schools with
fewer resources and take few-
er upper-level classes, she said.
Thev also are more likelv to get
in trouble or end up identified
as learning-disabled or men-
tally retarded, according to the
Schott Foundation study.

Comparable outcomes for
black and white children are
possible when they have quali-
tv teachers and take advanced
courses, Hafner said.

“There’s a cultural mis-
match,” she said. “Schools in
the United States were devel-
oped for a certain type of kid
—upper-class, white males who
were going to go into law, medi-
cine or religious training.”

That led to a certain tvpe of
instruction, she said: “Teacher
talks, vou listen.”

In Suffolk, principals and
teachers are changing the phi-
losophy of the classroom, said
Deputy Superintendent Deran
Whitney. For the past two vears,
teachers have been trained on
how to reach different types of
learners. Instead of writing a
book report, for example, stu-
dents might write a story, build a
model, present a poster or craft
a commercial about the book,
Whitney said.

‘1'he schools with the best re-
sults teach each student in the
ways they learn best, he said.

For the past three vears in
MNorfolk, high school students
have been organized into small-
er groups and have shared acore
curriculum that includes honors
COUrSEs.

“We have high expectations
for our students,” said Gene

Jones, executive director for
Morfolk’s public high schools.
“Studies show students will rise
to the occasion.”

Within five vears, Norfolk of-
Ficials hope fewer students will
be held back and more will feel
connected to the school, which
can help reduce dropout rates.
But Jones emphasized that their
efforts are not aimed at black
males alone. Blacks make up
63.9 percent of the student body
in Norfollk.

“It's for all children,” he said.
“There is no target group.”

In Portsmouth, where 73.1 per-
cent of the students are black and
perform near division averages,
officials also don't target black
males specifically.

In Virginia Beach, efforts are
under way to start students on an
advanced track earlier.

On state middle school math
and reading tests, black males
pass at rates 5to 15 percentage
points lower than their peers
across South Hampton Roads.

During class visits in 2005,
Mike Eelly noticed a pattern in
the advanced sixth-grade class-
es at his school, Lynnhaven Mid-
dle. Few black children were in
the seats.

Each vear since then, Kel-
lv, the principal, has visited or
sent guidance counselors to el-
ementary schools that feed into
his school to ask them to recom-
mend more capable black chil-
dren for the higher-level math,
science and English classes.
Children who take them are
more likely to take Advanced
Placement and other upper-lev-
el courses in high school.

The effort has nearly tripled

the percentage of Atrican Ameri-
can students in advanced classes
at Lynnhaven Middle, from 11.2
percent to 30.2 percent.

Larrv Ames, principal at
Seatack Elementary, takes the
effortout of the school and into
the homes.

“A lot of kids are getting lost,”
he said.

Ames knocks on doors and
talks to parents. He encourag-
es them to emphasize the im-
portance of education to their
children.

Pastor Joe Flores, who runs
the Newtown Cultural Life Cen-
ter on Baker Road, said it 1s im-
portant to get the families in-
volved.

“The community environ-
ment of the teenage bovs I deal
with on a day-to-day basis is not
conducive to academic achieve-
ment,” he said. “It’s not enough
to get it from school. You have
to get it from home.”

But Flores feels the schools
could work more with the com-
munity and direct more resourc-
es toward helping childreninthe
critical preteen vears.

Some steps are being taken.
Among others, the Commit-
tee of 200+ Men is dispatching
black men to mentor students in
schools, churches and commu-
nity centers in Virginia Beach,
Chesapeake and elsewhere.

Jim Merrill, the superinten-
dent of Virginia Beach schools,
said change is beginning.

“T think we'll keep getting bet-
ter,” he said. “If someone sayvs
we're OK, they need to go.”

Lauren Roth, (T57) 222-5133,
lauren.roth@upilotonline.com
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BLACK MALES AND THE ACHIEVEMENT GAP

~ Virginia Beach has launched an effort to improve the achievement of its black male students. But the gap in performance between
black males and other students does not stop at the city borders. Itis a regional, state and national problem.
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