Braun: Bringing N.J. schools' racial segregation into open
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TRENTON — The attention of the state’s political class is now fixed on school finance. Within days, probably, the state Supreme Court will rule on a motion from urban school advocates seeking a restoration of $1.6 billion in state aid cut by the Christie administration and the Democratic-controlled Legislature.

The decision, no matter which way it falls, will create the usual loud controversy and then slide into the background as elected leaders find some compromise and change the subject, the topic dumped atop the rubble of unresolved issues that make for injustice in New Jersey.

The worst, racial segregation — in schools, in cities.

"By any measure, New Jersey has one of the most segregated school systems in the country," said David Sciarra, director of the Education Law Center, the organization that brought the school aid cases to the state’s highest court.

"We have to reopen that front," he added. "We have to start to talk about what we need to do to break down district boundaries."

His remarks at a recent event echoed those of other participants both eager and well-placed to disinter once again the buried issue of racial segregation in New Jersey.

"If we achieve nothing else, we will finish the work begun by Brown vs. Board of Education," said Benjamin Jealous, the 35-year-old national director of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, the organization that, under the guidance of Thurgood Marshall, brought that case to the nation’s highest court more than 60 years ago.

Jealous spoke at the same New Brunswick session as Sciarra and James Harris, the head of New Jersey’s NAACP. "Has anyone heard the governor or the Legislature say anything about race, social justice, or affirmative action?" asked Harris.

PREVIOUS COVERAGE:

• N.J. Senator rips court's school aid 'hijacking,' says proposal would level per-student funding
• N.J. senator proposes plan to increase funding to suburban schools, cut from urban districts
• Christie refuses to talk about flouting N.J. Supreme Court if it orders more school funding
• Braun: A strange argument, a stranger reluctance to question in school funding argument
• Gov. Christie's legal team tells N.J. Supreme Court to keep hands off education dollars
• Advocate tells N.J. Supreme Court state aid cuts deprived children of adequate education
But it’s not the discussion the governor wants. In response to Harris’ comments, Christie’s spokesman Michael Drewniak did not even mention integration. Drewniak said the governor has been "emphatic, passionate and frequent in stating that repairing failing urban schools and giving every child an opportunity for a quality education is our moral obligation and, in fact, is the civil-rights issue of our time."

He added that Christie’s support of school choice and charter schools "are a direct repudiation" of Harris’ "unfortunate" remarks."

But Harris — and the others at the conference — weren’t talking about school choice. They were talking about racial isolation. The state NAACP chief provided the shorthand statistic that gives a helicopter-height view of racial imbalance in New Jersey: Of 611 school districts, 31 — 5 percent — enroll more than 50 percent of all black and Latino children in the state.

Let’s get closer to the ground. Essex County, for example. Of the 39,000 students in Newark, more than 36,000 are black and Latino. In Millburn, fewer than 200 of its 4,000 students are black and Latino. In Orange, 12 of 4,400 students are white; in Fairfield, 660 students are white, 33 are Latino and one is black.

Neither the New Jersey judiciary nor its executive branch have tried to force the issue of racial desegregation for decades. Indeed, the last state education commissioner to try seriously — Carl Marburger — lost his position because he said the state’s schools would never be integrated unless school-district lines were "challenged."

In 1972, the state Senate denied Marburger a second term over the issue of school desegregation — with Democrats, led by former state Sen. Ralph DeRose of Essex County, supporting his ouster. Republican Gov. William T. Cahill wanted Marburger to stay, and a Bergen County Republican, state Sen. Joseph Woodcock, led his defense. Different days.
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The controversy over desegregation peaked just as the issue of school-aid equity was introduced. Indeed, Harold Ruvoldt, the Jersey City lawyer who filed the original Robinson vs. Cahill complaint, also filed a companion federal case, Spencer vs. Kugler, seeking remedies for segregation. The federal case — like unrelated state desegregation cases — went nowhere as Robinson vs. Cahill morphed into Abbott vs. Burke and captured the attention of successive governors and Legislatures.

The argument could be made that school equity cases relieved pressure to integrate New Jersey’s segregated schools. Higher taxes might be outrageous, but busing is far more emotional. So emotional that the state has never seriously considered regionalizing to save money and reduce taxes because regionalizing could mean integrating suburban and city schools.

"There always has been a sort of subterranean message working here — intended or not — that, maybe, if the state gives minority kids and their schools more money, they won’t press for solutions that end up with black kids in suburban schools and white kids in city schools," says Paul Tractenberg, the Rutgers Law School professor who has studied the issue for decades.

The question now is, what happens if the money stops?

