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Commentary

Diversity is key to charter school's success

By Lisa Wing and Bridget Shumway 

Wing is the school leader of Genesee Community Charter School. Shumway is president of the GCCS board of trustees.

12:39 AM, Nov. 26, 2011  

The Nov. 17 article "Diversity divide" stated that Rochester's poverty problem is among the worst in the country. That may be the only consistent truth in this article seeking to paint Genesee Community Charter School as "an enclave for white, middle-class students."

When a school such as ours follows state law, lives up to its charter, delivers great results, disseminates effective practices to educators all over the country, and sets a positive example of what diverse schools could look like, it should be publicly applauded rather than made to seem scandalous. And the focus should really be on what can be done to replicate our success and move all of our schools toward more diversity and inclusion.

Based on 2010 census data and the article's own graphics, even the Rochester School District's own enrollment doesn't match the racial and ethnic makeup of Rochester. Having a student body that is 99 percent black or Hispanic is not diverse. Neither is a school with 85 percent free/reduced lunch.

If it's real, honest to goodness diversity we want — and not simply a mirror image of every other school in Rochester — then we need to start chipping away at the segregation. The Genesee Community Charter School is an excellent example of what is possible when children with all kinds of backgrounds, strengths and needs are mixed together.

When GCCS first opened, it was our hope that it would represent a new, bold departure from the highly segregated urban and suburban schools. Our charter was founded on the premise that we could more effectively serve at-risk students by not being exclusive to that population. Our charter states that our school "is designed to serve a diverse population of students that reflects the demographics of Monroe County. We provide an engaging and demanding educational program for a wide range of students who have a variety of learning and social strengths and needs."

While the 13 percent poverty rate cited in the article reflects 2009-10 data, it is not representative of our 11-year history, nor is it a trend. Our current kindergarten class has a 54 percent "free/reduced lunch" figure while our first-grade class is at 36 percent.
Genesee Community Charter School is an exceptional choice and we are not ashamed of our success or our student population. Promoting the idea that our families "have a nasty sense of middle-class entitlement" is a perfect example of the civil discord that permeates our society. These attacks do nothing to advance the goal of reversing the concentration of poverty in the city schools nor do they address the lack of options that the families of Rochester must endure.

As a community, we are failing our children. GCCS is one school that is trying to do something about that.

If the aforementioned article spurs continued, thoughtful and serious conversation about the devastating role that a high concentration of poverty has on the success of most urban students, that will be a worthy outcome. You will remember that Bill Cala, revered for his visionary and sensible district leadership, has worked to create a metropolitan school that in the end, might look very similar to GCCS. Let's continue to dream no small dreams for our community, and hope that someday all of our region's students can attend schools as diverse as ours. It will be a far superior education for all them.
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