
“It has become apparent to me that the 

obstacles facing us moving forward are 

the entrenched practices which have led 

to mediocrity and failure.”

Changing schools
ROANOKE’S CHALLENGE

– Marvin Thompson,
   Roanoke schools superintendent

SCHOOLS:  Student demographics are a challenge
edge it,” said Anita Price, a guid-
ance counselor at Round Hill Mon-
tessori Primary School. “This is not 
Mayberry anymore.”

The school system is facing a 
current of increasing numbers of 
students in groups who historically 
have struggled academically, and at 
a time when school divisions face 
intensifying accountability to state 
and federal government.

Starting after this school year, 
schools can be denied state accredi-
tation and face sanctions that could 
include replacing administrators 
and faculty if 70 percent of students 
in each school don’t pass state 
Standards of Learning tests. One 
city school, Westside Elementary, 
could be denied accreditation after 
this year. Eight more could face the 
same fate after next year.

The federal No Child Left 
Behind Act requires not only that 
all students meet SOL pass rates, 
but subgroups including blacks, 
Hispanics and the disadvantaged 
must each pass in their own right.

SOL pass rates for blacks, His-
panics and the poor in Roanoke 
lag 10 percent to 15 percent behind 
their white peers in all subjects.

“Obviously, something has to 
change,” said Superintendent Mar-
vin Thompson.

School leaders say they make no 
excuses.

“We want people to understand 
the dynamics of where we are,” said August 
Bullock, associate superintendent for instruc-
tion, “but we will never say these students can-
not learn.”

‘Very urban’

Nearly every school in the city system is 
seeing the changes, enrollment data provided 
by the school administration show.

The percentage of poor students, as indi-
cated by eligibility for free and reduced-price 
lunch programs, increased in 27 of 29 schools 
in the city from 1990 to 2005. At Fairview 
Elementary, 75 percent of students are on free 
and reduced-price lunch, compared with 47 
percent in 1990. Westside Elementary saw a 
similar change.

Twenty-two schools saw an increase in the 
number of black students in the same period, 
while all but two schools saw a decrease in the 
number of white students. Fallon Park Elemen-

tary, for example, nearly doubled its number of 
black students, while the number of white stu-
dents was cut in half.

“The big picture of this data is that we are 
very urban,” said school board member David 
Trinkle, who is also an independent city coun-
cil candidate in the May 2 election. “Why we’re 
behind the curve here … is because we haven’t 
acknowledged it.”

Former Republican mayoral candidate Alice 
Hincker calls that a “culture of denial.”

Roanoke’s student demographics are a chal-
lenge, the frequent school board critic said, but 
“they are similar to those faced by other urban 
school systems around the country that are see-
ing their children succeed. … In Roanoke we 
spent the last five years trying to convince the 
world that the problems ‘perceived by a few’ 
were being exaggerated.”

“These issues didn’t just pop up overnight,” 
said School Board Chairwoman Kathy Stock-

burger.
Former Superintendent Wayne 

Harris talked often about overcom-
ing achievement gaps, but Stock-
burger thinks the school system, 
like many around the country, never 
treated accountability measures like 
the SOLs and the federal No Child 
Left Behind Act with the seriousness 
they warranted. The achievement 
gap is one of a number of reasons the 
system finds itself in the position it’s 
in, she said.

Over the past few years, contro-
versies over school system hiring 
and purchasing, as well as the dis-
covery that the division had been 
underreporting school disciplinary 
data, were huge distractions, said 
Stockburger, a three-year board 
member who is not seeking a sec-
ond term.

Harris left office in July 2004, trig-
gering the appointment of an interim 
superintendent and a search for a 
full-time replacement, she noted.

School board members confess 
they weren’t fully aware of the 
school system’s problems until 
Thompson took over as superinten-
dent in May 2005.

“We were just awakened,” said 
board member Jason Bingham. 
“We’ve been failing these kids.”

Thompson has been careful not to 
cast blame on Harris, but he’s been 
plain that the system is in trouble.

“None of you knew the condition 
of this division when I arrived, need-
less to say, nor did I,” he wrote to 

school board members in a December e-mail.
“In my time here it has become apparent 

to me that the obstacles facing us moving for-
ward are the entrenched practices which have 
led to mediocrity and failure,” he wrote, fail-
ure “to know the requirements of the law and 
the best practices which have been employed 
by school divisions across the country to 
address our issues.”

In an interview, Thompson called the sys-
tem “program-driven” in the past. Whenever a 
problem emerged, a program was developed to 
address it, but with no clear sense of what the 
program was supposed to achieve, he said.

Stockburger said during Harris’ tenure the 
board and administration made decisions with 
good intentions, but lacked the information 
and data to allow them to be proactive.

“The lens had been pretty cloudy before 

Story continued on PAGE 5
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By the numbers  Race and poverty in Roanoke schools.

 School Name American Indian Asian Black Hispanic White Total Free and Accreditation  Adequate Yearly Progress**

 reduced lunch 2003-4 2004-05 2005-06

Crystal Spring 0 0% 1 0.30% 55 16.57% 3 0.90% 273 82.23% 332 100% 46 13.07% accredited yes yes yes
Fairview 0 0% 1 0.25% 319 81.17% 18 4.58% 55 13.99% 393 100% 323 74.94% accredited yes yes yes
Fallon Park 0 0% 13 2.98% 111 25.46% 30 6.88% 282 64.68% 436 100% 420 81.40% accredited yes no no
Fishburn Park 0 0% 7 2.41% 134 46.05% 7 2.41% 143 49.14% 291 100% 163 50.00% accredited yes yes yes
Forest Park 0 0% 4 1.48% 250 92.25% 2 0.74% 15 5.54% 271 100% 269 91.81% warned no no no
Garden City 1 0.35% 10 3.47% 50 17.36% 4 1.39% 223 77.43% 288 100% 207 63.30% warned no no yes
Grandin Court 0 0% 8 3.83% 40 19.14% 16 7.66% 145 69.38% 209 100% 139 52.06% accredited yes yes yes
Highland Park 0 0% 1 0.45% 109 49.55% 3 1.36% 107 48.64% 220 100% 207 74.73% accredited yes yes yes
Huff Lane 0 0% 4 1.83% 130 59.63% 14 6.42% 70 32.11% 218 100% 137 62.84% warned no yes no
Hurt Park 3 1.44% 0 0% 133 63.64% 8 3.83% 65 31.10% 209 100% 225 96.57% warned no no no
Lincoln Terrace 0 0% 1 0.52% 101 52.88% 9 4.71% 80 41.88% 191 100% 194 75.49% warned no no no
Monterey 1 0.29% 14 4.11% 117 34.31% 18 5.28% 191 56.01% 341 100% 203 52.45% accredited yes yes yes
Morningside 0 0% 0 0% 65 21.89% 9 3.03% 223 75.08% 297 100% 258 76.11% accredited yes yes yes
Oakland 0 0% 9 5.45% 81 49.09% 8 4.85% 67 40.61% 165 100% 118 69.82% warned no no no
Preston Park* 1 0.44% 11 4.85% 92 40.53% 21 9.25% 102 44.93% 227 100% 197 67.93% warned no no no
Raleigh Court 0 0% 11 3.29% 46 13.77% 6 1.80% 271 81.14% 334 100% 116 32.58% accredited yes yes yes
Roanoke Academy 0 0% 0 0% 252 89.05% 4 1.41% 27 9.54% 283 100% 266 73.48% accredited yes yes yes
Round Hill* 1 0.33% 7 2.32% 165 54.64% 30 9.93% 99 32.78% 302 100% 238 69.19% warned no yes no
Virginia Heights 1 0.41% 9 3.70% 104 42.80% 5 2.06% 124 51.03% 243 100% 196 67.59% accredited yes yes yes
Wasena 1 0.40% 2 0.79% 56 22.13% 5 1.98% 189 74.70% 253 100% 109 40.67% accredited yes yes yes
Westside 1 0.19% 5 0.93% 416 77.18% 34 6.31% 83 15.40% 539 100% 438 77.52% warned yes no no
Addison 1 0.20% 14 2.79% 400 79.84% 12 2.40% 74 14.77% 501 100% 408 84.65% warned no no yes
Breckinridge 0 0% 19 4.12% 176 38.18% 20 4.34% 246 53.36% 461 100% 342 57.97% accredited yes no no
Jackson 0 0% 6 1.23% 133 27.20% 12 2.45% 338 69.12% 489 100% 377 77.73% warned no no no
Madison 0 0% 11 2.01% 201 36.81% 10 1.83% 324 59.34% 546 100% 267 49.44% accredited no no no
Ruffner 0 0% 10 1.76% 438 76.98% 29 5.10% 92 16.17% 569 100% 374 67.15% warned no yes no
Woodrow Wilson 2 0.38% 11 2.07% 218 40.98% 15 2.82% 286 53.76% 532 100% 291 54.49% accredited yes no no
Fleming 1 0.06% 31 1.86% 1052 63.07% 82 4.92% 502 30.10% 1668 100% 1079 60.01% accredited yes yes no
Patrick Henry 2 0.11% 33 1.80% 653 35.68% 46 2.51% 1096 59.89% 1830 100% 785 43.23% accredited no no no

RCPS Totals 16 0.13% 253 2.00% 6097 48.24% 480 3.80% 5792 45.83% 12638 100% 8392 61.39%    
* As primary schools with grades K-2, these schools do not administer SOL tests. Their accreditation status is determined by the intermediate schools they are linked to, Round Hill to Huff Lane and Preston Park to Oakland.

SOURCE: Roanoke City Public Schools

Highest percentage free,
reduced lunch students (2005)

1 Hurt Park 96.6%
2 Forest Park 91.8%
3 Fallon Park 81.4%
4 Westside 77.5%
5 Morningside 76.1%

Highest percentage
of black students (2005)

1 Forest Park 92.3%
2 Rke. Academy 89.1%
3 Fairview 81.8%
4 Westside 77.9%
5 Noel C. Taylor 69.2%

Biggest increase in students 
eligible for free and reduced-price 

lunch from 1990 to 2005

1 Highland Park
31.3% to 74.7% 

2 William Fleming
24.2% to 60% 

3 Round Hill
38.2% to 69.2% 

4 Fishburn Park
19.6% to 50% 

5 Breckenridge
27.9% to 58%

Eligibility for free or reduced-price 
lunch is based on a maximum annual 

income of $17,705 for a household with 
one child, with additional annual income 
of $6,301 permitted for each additional 
child. Families already receiving food 

stamps or Virginia Temporary Assistance 
for Needy Families automatically qualify.

Highest percentage
of white students (2005)

1 Crystal Spring 82.2%
2 Raleigh Court 81.1%
3 Garden City 77.4%
4 Wasena 74.7%
5 Morningside 75.1%
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Source: Roanoke City Public Schools

** A “yes” means the school has met the standards of the federal No Child Left Behind Act.

Roanoke 
Public

Schools

12,638 Students 2,261 Employees $127.3 million Budget




