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'Choice' disrupts Charlotte schools  
Stan Norwalk     

CARY--When people say that they would like to have neighborhood schools, what do 
they mean? What about a school in a neighborhood that has "aged out" beyond the 
elementary years (example, Cary Elementary)? What about a school near the border of 
two towns -- should it draw students from only one (example, Apex Elementary)? 
 
In Cary, the topic has become embroiled in the elections for mayor and school board. 
Two of the three candidates for mayor support parental choice in assignments. A group of 
parents who actively lobby for parental choice in assignments is supporting a slate of 
Wake school board candidates. The idea of neighborhood schools has become entangled 
with the idea of "choice." 
 
Most parents would like their children to have a choice of sports and arts programs, 
foreign languages and sciences or advanced placement courses. Choices add cost. A good 
part of those costs are funded by county property taxes. 
 
Most parents, given the choice, would like their property taxes to remain low. Based on 
what is happening in the Charlotte-Mecklenberg schools, excessive parental choice in 
school assignments is not compatible with other types of choice or property taxes 
remaining low. 
 
Charlotte-Mecklenberg has many parallels to the Wake County school system. Its size 
and racial composition are comparable. Both districts have affluent and poor areas; 
however, Wake County's EOG and SAT scores are much higher. A major difference 
between the systems is that Charlotte-Mecklenberg is using a complex assignment system 
that gives parents choices largely based on proximity. In Wake the choices are based on a 
wide variety of programs. 
 
The result of Charlotte-Mecklenberg's brand of choice has been chaos. Fourteen schools 
are "capped" (closed to new enrollees) in affluent North Mecklenberg. One school there 
has 40 children in a first-grade class. According to one publication, racial and socio-
economic segregation "has turned into a gallop...resulting in schools that few parents will 
choose." 
 
The result of "choice" in assignments would be similar in Wake County. If all elementary 
students were to be assigned to their nearest neighborhood schools, about 12 schools in 
the county would be so overcrowded, up to 320 percent of capacity, that they would have 
to be capped. Parents might choose schools in affluent areas. Many additional schools in 
Cary and North Raleigh would see their enrollments rise, and become crowded and 
capped. Busing, as in Charlotte-Mecklenberg, would increase. 
 



A few miles down the road, empty seats would be the norm. The education of at-risk 
students in segregated schools would suffer. Demoralized teachers would leave the 
schools. Potential new employers might choose to take their jobs elsewhere. Values of 
homes could be affected. 
 
If the cost to relieve the overcrowding resulted in a diminished choice of programs, many 
of the students from Cary and North Raleigh voluntarily attending magnet schools 
outside their home areas would want to return. This would initiate another round of 
instability and overcrowding. Ultimately, the construction cost in Cary/Apex alone would 
reach many millions of dollars. Many people would ask how this could be justified with 
empty seats a few miles down the road. 
 
Ironically, Wake is a model for offering choice. Choice in the system is based on the 
giving up something (closeness to home) to get something, (elective programs in arts, 
sciences, languages, etc.). Within the limits of what taxpayers are willing to pay for 
public education, broad choices in program are incompatible with greater parental choice 
in assignments. 
 
Disturbing the current balance of the Wake school system would lead to a poorer 
education for the neediest, reduced choice of programs for all students or substantially 
higher property taxes. It is understandable that the relatively few parents who see their 
children involuntarily bused to a distant school are unhappy or even angry. But any 
changes should be made with great care and in a nonpolitical environment. 
 
A Charlotte-Mecklenberg resident wrote: "I have always been told to be careful for what 
you ask for. Maybe the parents in northern Mecklenberg County should have done some 
research before they pushed for 'neighborhood schools'." 
 
Stan Norwalk is a member of the Wake County Public School System's Financial 
Advisory Board. The views expressed here are his own.  
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