RIHS to address racial disparity in discipline

By Stephanis Masskck

Staff writer

Black students made up 35 per-
cent of the student popndation at
Rock Island High School in the
2000-2001 school vear, yet ac-
counted for 57 percent of the sus-
pensions. Officials say that is a
probiem.

“There’'s no question that
there have boen many more sus-
pensions  involving  African-
American students than white
students,"” said superintendent
David Markward. “That's a fact”

A parent raised concerns about

the disparity during the public.
forum of Tuesday night's school-
board meeting. This and other is-
sues rolated to disparities be

hnfeenﬂlepérfmmanuc:sufw}ﬁtes

and blacks in the district already
iz the forus of a comimitiee that

has been working mm?cbruarsr

One of those issues is that of
gcademic  achievement. Last
month the district released re-
sults of the lowa Test of Basic
Skills. which showed that, as a
group, black students scored
worse in all testing areas than
any other ethnicity in the Rock
Island/Milan Schoal District.

Mr. Markward said that there
may be a correlation hetween
periormance on schoolwork and

-that

behavior in school.

“If students are not in class —
being suspended from school —
that is going to have an adverse
effect on their learning, " said Mr.
Markward

Jay Marine, assistant superin
tendent for instruction and
school improvement, said the
suspensions themselves arve legits
imate and not
race-related.
“We don't sus-
pend any stu-
dent without a
ool Teason.
All of those are
legitimate.™

He did agree
“there is |
an ' Incroased
number of ﬂis 7
mphnary David -
lems with cmr Markward

- African-Ameri-

can students.”

Schonl officials want m know
whiy. So they have developed a Call
to Action committee, designed to
examing the disparity In achiove-
ment and behavior between black
students and other groups,

The group is comprized of con
munity members and school rep-
resentatives. About half of the
participanis are white and half
are minoeity, Mr, Markward said.

“At this point, we can't specifi-
cally pinpoint contributing caus-
es. That's one of the things that
are being studied by the group.
And eventually — hopefully as
early as the beginning of next
year — we'll have some action
plans developed that will specifi-
cally address the issues.”

A number of potential factors
being considered. he said, in-
chude teachers’ awareness of cul-
tural differences, parental in-
volvement, and the ways subjects
are being taught.

Mr. Marino said some teachers
simply may not know how to re
late with students of various
backgrounds. This lack of con-

© hection may lead to student frus-

tration, which then manifests ltx

-self into disciplinary problems. -
“Our intent,” he said, “is to pro-
o ﬂde professional learning experi-

enpces for teachers that help better

-prepare them to deliver instruc-

tion that better meets the needs of
those particular studerts.”

In other words, he said, a ons-
size-fitsall approach is not an ef
fective means of instruction.

“We want all t&gdchgrs io be
able to take any student that
walks into their elagsroom and
be able to reach that student.”

He said he has experienced cul-
tural differences in his own back-

ground as a teacher. While in-
structing at an inner-city school
in Phoenix, Ariz., he worked with
a great many American Indian
students, He found that many of
those students would not make
eve contact with him. He learned,
however, that these students
were not being sullen or sneaky
— their cultural behavior simply
did not nelude looking someons
straight in the eve,

Culture, family structure and
memne levels are just a fow of the
many variables a teacher must
work with, said Mr. Marino
"There’s a lot of differcnt needs
and expectations. and standards
gbatamacherism'ing 1 address ™

+/The situation at Rock Iskand
,.High School is being sen nation-
“wide, he said, but it still is unac-
ceptab}.e

“That's why we're being proac
tive and looking at the feacher
training necessary,” he said.

Mr, Markward agreed. “It's af
fecting a large number of our
kids. The evidence is pretty clear
that we've ot disparity. We don'’t
accept that in terms of allowing
(hat to continue,”™
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