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I can still remember the day when a non-partisan race was just that – non-partisan.  Years ago, I vigorously supported Julian Ford, a Democrat, in his bid for the Raleigh City Council.  I was also privileged to serve on the Parks, Recreation and Greenway Advisory Board under Mayor Upchurch.  Issues back then had very little to do with whether you were a Republican or a Democrat.  After all, getting your garbage picked up or repairing a pot hole just didn’t fit into the mold of a heated partisan debate.  Unfortunately today, the definition of non-partisan has devolved to mean – “as long as you’re a Democrat.” This rings true with the municipal and judicial races, and unfortunately, our School Board races given the current debate over neighborhood schools. 

In a nutshell, the advocates of economic diversity seek to broadly paint those who oppose bussing as a means of achieving diversity as being “elitist” – or more cynically – as being – gasp - a Republican!  Nothing could be further from the truth.   Republicans are NOT opposed to the concept of diversity.   Indeed, as my friend Tom Oxholm pointed out, it is well documented that a diverse environment is conducive to a higher level of socialization and learning while preparing the child for the “real world.”  Furthermore, Republicans are NOT the lone voice in the advocacy of neighborhood schools, and hence – the “non-partisan” air of the debate.  There are many “diverse” groups who support the abandonment of bussing to achieve economic diversity, and for many different reasons. 
As I read through the various articles that seek to disparage the Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools while lauding the Wake County School System for its economic diversity policy, I can’t help but think that the winning solution is so obvious as to be right under our noses.   The Wake County Public School System (WCPSS) can once again lead the nation in achieving both a diverse school system, and a neighborhood centric assignment policy if they will broaden their implementation of parental choice.   Here’s how:  1.) increase the number of magnet schools in economically-depressed neighborhoods, and more importantly, and 2.) allow parental choice based on diversity – giving the parent the right to choose a more diverse school for their children if they’re unhappy with the diversity makeup of their local school.  Doing these two things, and doing them well, would essentially solve the dilemma for advocates of both sides, and allow our school system to move beyond the divisive policies of forced bussing that so many parents despise and dread.  Let’s look at the benefits:

A) The obvious economic benefit is a lower cost to operate the school system, and therefore freeing up scarce capital to redeploy to more beneficial uses.  For the families of forcibly-bussed children, it will save valuable hours of family time.  For our environment, it means fewer busses spewing tons of carbon into the air.
B) A “happy parent” is more engaged in their child’s education and learning.  It is also well documented that a child’s achievement level rises when their parent is actively involved in their school.  A parent who is happy that their child is being educated “close to home” will be more involved in the child’s school – attending teacher conferences, PTA meetings, and other school-centric activities.  

C) A parent who chooses to send their child to a more diverse school is also a “happy parent,” even if they have to drive their own child to a far away school. When a family values “diversity” for their child, they should have the right to choose their school.  In doing so, they too will be more engaged in their child’s educational and social experience because of the choice they made.
D) A neighborhood school is the glue that forms a community.  As Hillary Clinton said – “it takes a village” to raise a child.  When a community coalesces around their school, more parents – and even non-parents – are engaged in the school, and by extension – “raising all of the children” in the neighborhood. The social fabric of the neighborhood is further woven into the child’s learning, and the “pride of the neighborhood” can once again be championed.
E) In using parental choice as a key criterion in achieving economic diversity, the WCPSS could achieve a goal that has been elusive for so long – “satisfied customers.”  While reassignments based on the opening of new schools will always be a necessity, one can’t emphasize enough how important it is for the school system to boast that its population base is happy about where their children attend school.
F) If the WCPSS can pull this off, they can also avoid the land mine of possibly being divested or broken up into smaller districts – a concept that some people advocate for achieving a neighborhood-centric assignment policy.

I really don’t believe that these issues are partisan.  However, be assured that the Republican Party in Wake County will vigorously support School Board candidates who actively support the concept of neighborhood schools.  And while we may not “officially” endorse an Independent or Democrat who holds these views (after all, we’re still Republicans), we will be working behind the scenes with a very diverse group of neighborhood school advocates – regardless of their party affiliation – to further the concept and implementation of a neighborhood-centric student assignment policy.  Furthermore, we, as Republicans, insist that a neighborhood-centric assignment policy include both the concept of parental choice along with the growth of the magnet school program as a means of achieving the economic diversity that is so important to the socialization of all of our children.  
Yes, we can achieve both goals, and the WCPSS can further distance themselves from their “peers” – even Mecklenburg County – by creating a neighborhood-centric school system that values diversity based on parental choice.  Our school system can once again be the envy of the nation, and the engine that continues to drive economic development in our county.
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