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Good impressions: Newcomers pick their
school with care

By Susan Troller

Whenever  boundary  changes  affecting  the  Madison  schools  come
up,  parents  are  naturally  unhappy  about  the  prospects  of  disrupting
their  families'  lives  with  a  school  move.

But  last  year  when  the  West - Memorial  boundary  task  force  group
suggested  several  options  that  would  send  children  to  Midvale -
Lincoln,  there  were  some  especially  strong  negative  feelings  about
what  some  publicly  characterized  as the  "failed  pair."

By  contrast,  another  pair  of  schools,  Franklin  and  Randall,  has  an
excellent  reputation,  both  academically  and  environmentally,  that
makes  it  a  popular  choice  for  people  relocating  to  Madison.

Since  the  pair's  inception  in  1984,  Franklin  Elementary  has  gone
from  being  a high - poverty  school  with  the  largest  percentage  of
minority  students  in  the  district  to  a  school  that  has  a minority
population  that  is  considerably  lower  than  the  average  in  the
district.

Even  more  striking  is  that  its
percentage  of  low - income
students  is  about  half  the  district
average,  and  just  a  third  of  the
percentage  of  low - income
students  at  Midvale - Lincoln.

When  Jerry  and  Diana  Greenberg
chose  to  move  to  Madison  from
the  Washington,  D.C.,  area,
quality - of - life  issues  were
foremost  in  their  thoughts.

They  wanted  a smaller  city,  but
not  a  small  town.  They  love  the

outdoors,  and  found  the  landscape  surrounding  Madison  deeply
appealing.  They  knew  they  wanted  to  live  close  to  downtown  rather
than  in  a  suburb.

And  they  wanted  their  7- year - old  son,  Alex,  to  have  an  excellent
public  school  education.  Encouraged  by  friends'  recommendations  as
well  as their  own  extensive  research,  the  Greenbergs  bought  a
house  in  the  Franklin - Randall  pair's  attendance  area  so Alex  could
attend  those  two  schools.

Liz  Lauer,  a  real  estate  agent  with  the  Restaino  Bunbury  group,  said  that,  like  the  Greenbergs,  many  people  are  attracted  to
the  quality  of  Madison's  public  schools.  While  she said  that  it  was  her  impression  that  the  district  overall  remains  a draw,  she
also  acknowledged  that  clients  often  ask  for  specific  schools,  and  that  the  Franklin - Randall  pair  definitely  is  among  them.

"There  are  schools  that  get  pounded  into  peoples'  heads  as the  very  best  schools,"  Lauer  said.  "If  someone  is  coming  in  from
outside  of  Madison,  and  they  are  from  the  UW,  or  the  hospitals,  or  a  large  company,  there  are  certain  schools  that  people
hear  about  again  and  again.
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hear  about  again  and  again.

"I  had  a client  from  a large  company  that  told  me  they  did  not  have  children,  and  had  no  plans  to  have  children,  but  that
they  had  to  buy  a house  in  the  West  High  School  attendance  area  because  it  has  the  highest  SAT scores  in  the  state!"

"We  considered  a number  of  midsize  cities  and  did  a fair  amount  of  exploring,"  Jerry  Greenberg  explained.

His  job  (he  works  for  a  national  environmental  organization)  was  portable  and,  as an  artist,  his  wife  Diana  was  also  free  to
relocate  based  on  the  place  that  felt  like  the  best  fit  for  their  family.

Their  initial  interest  in  Madison  was  reinforced  by  the  school  district's  excellent  reputation.  Because  they  had  friends  who
highly  recommended  Franklin - Randall,  that's  where  they  began  their  research.

They  looked  online,  and  were  impressed  with  the  test  scores  that  Randall  students  were  achieving  on  state  standardized  tests
(students  begin  the  Wisconsin  Knowledge  and  Concepts  Exam  testing  regimen  in  third  grade,  so schools  like  Franklin  that
only  serve  K- 2 students  do  not  have  these  test  results).

In  the  summer  of  2004,  the  Greenbergs  spent  an  extended  period  of  time  in  Madison,  and  got  to  know  some  of  the  parents  of
students  at  the  Franklin - Randall  pair,  as well  as members  of  the  PTO. They  got  consistently  enthusiastic  recommendations,
and  when  they  attended  a culture  and  food  festival  celebrating  diversity  the  following  February,  the  deal  was  sealed.

"We  really  felt  in  advance  that  Franklin - Randall  would  be  right  for  Alex,"  Jerry  said.

He  noted  that  when  he  and  Alex  visited  the  school  shortly  before  they  moved  to  Madison,  every  teacher  paused  and
welcomed  Alex,  making  them  both  feel  that  it  would  not  be  hard  to  be  the  new  kid  at  Franklin.

Boundary  changes:  They  made  the  move  and  Alex  adjusted  quickly,  making  friends.  He  loved  his  new  school.  But  shortly
after  school  began  last  fall,  a  citizen  task  force  began  studying  issues  of  crowding  and  growth  at  west  side  schools.  One
option  under  consideration  was  to  move  a small  group  of  students,  including  Alex,  from  Franklin  to  Midvale  to  make  room  for
another  group  of  kids  that  would  come  into  the  school  from  Fitchburg.

The  Greenbergs  were  not  happy  about  the  prospect  of  disrupting  their  child  again,  so they  began  attending  some  meetings  of
Franklin  parents  concerned  by  the  potential  boundary  change.

At  those  meetings,  Jerry  said,  it  was  clear  that  there  were  some  parents  who  were  deeply  opposed  to  sending  their  children
to  Midvale - Lincoln.  In  fact,  some  discussed leaving  the  district  if  their  kids  were  forced  to  make  the  change.

"We  weren't  happy  about  the  prospect  of  disrupting  Alex  again  when  he  had  made  the  transition  here  so well,  so obviously,
we  hoped  that  it  wouldn't  happen.  But  during  the  three - month  period  when  this  was  a high - profile  issue,  I  also  learned  of  a
number  of  parents  who  felt  very  positively  about  the  Midvale - Lincoln  pair.

"It  strengthened  our position  that  if  the  boundary  change  was  made  we'd  want  to  go  down  and  see  for  ourselves,  do  the
same  process  we'd  followed  at  Franklin - Randall.  We'd  meet  the  principal,  talk  to  other  parents,  check  out  the  school  to  see
what  the  academic  expectations  were,  whether  the  two  schools  provided  a nurturing  environment.  That's  what  we'd  look  at,"
Jerry  said.

But  making  that  shift  won't  be  necessary.  The  option  of  moving  students  from  Franklin - Randall  is  now  off  the  table,  at  least
for  now,  as the  district  plans  to  go  to  referendum  in  the  fall  to  build  a  new  far  west  side  elementary  school  to  ease  crowding.
If  that  referendum  fails  and  boundary  changes  are  necessary,  early  childhood  classes  will  be  moved  to  Lincoln,  freeing up
space  at  other  schools.
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