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For astronauts hurtling
back to Earth with a batch of
asteroid samples in 2021, a
spacecraft with a heat shield
prone to cracking could be a
worrisome scenario.

According to a recent gov-
ernmentwatchdogreport, con-
cern about that possibility held
up production of the heat
shield for NASA’s first space-
boundOrion capsule, threaten-
ing todelay its uncrewed flight
test next year.

NASA knew its chosen heat
shieldmaterial could crack be-
fore atmospheric re-entry and

hasbeenstudyingwhetherany
crackscouldbeseriousenough
to “threaten the safety of the
crew and success of the mis-
sion,” the Government Ac-

countabilityOfficereport said.
NASA says the mission

known as Exploration Flight

Orion test flight is on track
despite heat shield concerns
Fears of cracks
have diminished,
NASA maintains
By James Dean
FLORIDA TODAY

NASA says a test flight of the Orion spacecraft is on schedule for
September 2014. CRAIG RUBADOUX/FLORIDA TODAY

See ORION, Page 2A

Artists, fans flock to Mel-
bourne Art Festival
through today. Page1B
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ART FEST FUN
With less-expensive for-
mal wear, many opt for a
tux of their own. Page1D
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Black students in Brevard
Public Schools are being
disciplined with suspen-
sions 21⁄2 timesmore

often than their white peers,
despite the fact that theymake
up a smaller percentage of the
overall student population.

The North Brevard NAACP
filed a complaint and called on
the U.S. Department of Educa-
tion’s Office for Civil Rights to
investigate the school district
for what they believe is racially
based discrimination.

“The data suggests there are
some inequities,” said North
Brevard NAACP President Bill
Gary, who filed the complaint.
“One infraction usually leads to
another and another. ... There’s
a disturbing trend.”

In addition to the frequency
at which black students are
being kept out of school for
disciplinary reasons, the com-
plaint also criticizes the district
for not hiring and promoting
black teachers often enough
and for closing high-minority
and low-income schools.

The suspension rate for
black students stands out,
though, as especially troubling,
black leaders said. Across the
nation, NAACP chapters are
looking into the issue as part of
a coordinated effort to break
the so-called school-to-prison
pipeline.

Suspension rates mirror the
incarceration rate in the United
States. A 2011 study found that
a student who was suspended
or expelled became three times
as likely to have contact with
the juvenile justice system the
next school year.

“It directly affects the com-
munity,” said Gloria Bartley,
North Brevard NAACP educa-
tion committee chair and coor-
dinator of the CARE program,
which helps coordinate alterna-
tive punishment in North Bre-
vard schools. “The district has
to be the front line on this.”

Brevard Superintendent
Brian Binggeli said they’ve
been working to reduce the
suspension rate for all children.
“Part of that is creating a cul-
ture of engagement and suc-
cess,” he said.

Assistant Superintendent for
Student Services Beth Thedy,
who has beenmeeting with
NAACP chapter leaders, said
that staff training and school-
based programs are designed to
help.

“We are working diligently,
and we’re making progress,”
she said. “We’ve had an open
dialogue with different
branches of the NAACP and we

consider them partners.”
The practice of essentially

punishing students out of
school prompted the Southern
Poverty Law Center to file
complaints with the Office for
Civil Rights against five school
districts in Florida last year.
Brevard was not among them.

In Flagler County, one of the
districts the agency investigat-
ed, black students made up16
percent of the student pop-
ulation, but accounted for 31
percent of the in- and out-of-
school suspensions in the 2010-
11 school year, according to the
Daytona Beach News-Journal.

In Brevard last year, black
students made up15 percent of
the student population, but
accounted for 30 percent of
suspensions. In comparison,
white students account for
66 percent of the population,
but 52 percent of suspensions.

“This is not atypical, it hap-
pens across districts” in Flori-
da, saidMichelle Irwin, spokes-
woman for Brevard Public
Schools. “This is not unique to
Brevard. While it’s something
we want to work on, it’s not an
anomaly in Brevard County.”

The issue is of national con-
cern. Studies show that one out
of every six black students is
suspended, compared to about
one in 20 white students. Re-
searchers believe it has more to
do with differences in disci-
pline by teachers and principals
than by differences in behavior.

While Brevard does not
track first-time suspensions or
otherwise differentiate the
number of suspensions per
student—meaning one student
could be countedmultiple times
in the data— the differences
are stark.

NAACP leaders said their
main concern focuses on sus-
pensions for non-violent behav-
ior: The punishment keeps
students out of school or labels
them as troublemakers. And
sometimes the decision on
whether to suspend is very
subjective, say for insubordina-
tion or disrespect. “When stu-
dents are labeled early, this can
hinder their learning in future
years,” saidWillie Smith, presi-
dent of the Central Brevard
NAACP.

Last school year, a fifth
grader at Mims Elementary
was suspended for asking why
he received a certain grade,
Gary said. Typically an A and B
student, he performed lower
than expected. His punish-
ment? Three days out of school
for being insubordinate to the
teacher. “We sat down and
talked with the youngman,”
said Gary, whomet with the
boy’s family and school leaders
after being asked to help. He
began to wonder: Did the dis-
cipline havemore to do with a
sibling, who had gotten into
trouble, than the child himself?

“I was impressed by his
manners. He had self control
and was assertive,” he said. “I
believe the teacher felt chal-
lenged by him.”

Thedy declined to comment
on specific student cases, but
did say that most discipline is
progressive.

“That’s one situation out of
72,000 students,” Irwin said. “If
parents were unhappy with that
three-day suspension, it can be
appealed.”

Addressing the issue
The high rate of black stu-

dent suspensions is nothing

new in Brevard County.
Almost 20 years ago, FLORI-

DA TODAY reported similar
statistics: 32 percent of suspen-
sions were given to black stu-
dents in secondary schools,
even as black students made up
14 percent of the school pop-
ulation.

At the time, the analysis
drewmixed responses. Some
thought schools, through sus-
pending students, were not
fulfilling their duty to educate.

Others believed the numbers
were a reflection of racism in
the community. And still others
argued that student behavior,
not discrimination, was the root
cause.

Today’s statistics look strik-
ingly similar.

Black students made up
15 percent of the student pop-
ulation in 2011 and 2012, but
accounted for 30 and 31percent
of the suspensions respectively.

Local NAACP leaders said
they want to get to the root of
the issue: Are educators harder
on black children who break
the rules? Are certain teachers
dishing out more discipline
than others? Are school princi-
pals setting a strict tone for
administrators?

Gary said sensitivity train-
ing, which would give staff a
better understanding of cultur-
al differences or nuances,
might help. He hopes the feder-
al complaint will be a wake-up
call.

“We don’t believe this has
been on the superintendent’s
radar,” he said.

District leaders said that’s
simply not true: They’ve had
staff trainings and launched

Bill Gary, president of North
Brevard NAACP, Willie Smith,
president of Central Brevard
NAACP, and Gloria Bartley,

North Brevard NAACP
Education Committee chair,

talk about their investigation
into the high rate of

African-American student
suspension rates in Brevard

schools. TIM SHORTT/FLORIDA TODAY

‘INEQUITIES’
NAACP seeks answers in a federal discrimination complaint,
noting high rate of black student suspensions in Brevard

ByMackenzie Ryan
FLORIDA TODAY

BLACK HIRING AND
PROMOTION IN
BREVARD SCHOOLS
Leaders of Brevard Public Schools
track the employment and pro-
motion of minority workers.
In recent years, the number of
black principals have fluctuated
between six and eight — roughly
6 to 8 percent of all principal
positions. Within the last year,
four black employees have been
promoted to principal, assistant
principal or dean positions.
Brevard employs a minority
recruitment and retention spe-
cialist, who focuses efforts on
college job fairs, state and local
career fairs, and other venues
that target minority educators,
said Debra Pace, Brevard’s asso-
ciate superintendent for human
resources.
About 5 percent of all teachers
in Brevard are black, a percent-
age that has remained consistent
in recent years.
According to recent census in-
formation, blacks make up
10.5 percent of Brevard County’s
population.

HOW TO GET
INVOLVED
Interested in volunteering with
the CARE program? Contact
coordinator Gloria Bartley at
gloria0642@att.net. Volunteers
must pass a background check.

MORE ONLINE
What do you think of the rate
of black student suspensions?
Join the conversation at
Facebook.com/FloridaToday
Education.

SOURCE: 2012 BREVARD PUBLIC SCHOOLS SUSPENSION REPORT CHRIS BISTLINE / FLORIDA TODAY

See ANSWERS, Page 7A
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programs even before the
NAACP approached them about
the issue last summer.

School Board Chair Barbara
Murray declined to comment
on the complaint since it was
still pending. She did say that
she had a “positive” meeting
with NAACP leaders on the
issue. “The district is looking
into this, as well as academic
areas and other areas to make
sure opportunities are there for
all students,” she said.

A spokesman for the U.S.
Department of Education said
the Office for Civil Rights is
evaluating the NAACP’s com-
plaint to determine whether to
investigate. If it does— and
finds the district is not com-
plying with civil rights laws—
the agency negotiates a resolu-
tion to address and fix the is-
sue.

In virtually all cases, school
districts work with the agency,
the spokesman said.

Fairer discipline
NAACP leaders say they

want fairer discipline. They
cite instances where a black
child is provoked until he or she
snaps— and the white provok-
er isn’t punished.

Stephanie Brown’s daughter
Kyra was egged on by a white
girl using racial slurs and dis-
paraging comments until Kyra
burst, Brown said. “She kept
poking and poking and poking
and poking,” the Titusville
resident said.

Kyra, now16, was physically
smaller, but got the upper hand
in the fight — and beat her
classmate badly. Kyra was sent
to an alternative school, a typ-
ical punishment for fighting;
the other girl was allowed to
stay with a one-day suspension,
her mother said. Before the
fight, Brown said her daughter
was never in trouble. She was
an A and B student.

Brown wishes school offi-
cials reacted differently and
looked deeper to find the rea-
son for the sudden change in
her daughter’s behavior. She
wishes they offered help.

Brown believes her daughter's
problems were related to the
conviction of her husband and
Kyra’s father, Leon Booker, on
charges of sexually abusing
another child. Booker was sen-
tenced to 25 years in prison.

“You don’t know all that has
gone on and what has happened
with a child,” said Brown, in
tears over what she believes
Booker put their daughter
through. “I want to kill him,
Jesus forgive me.”

Seeing a family in crisis,
Bartley offered her support.
She had gotten to know the
family through the CARE pro-
gram, which NAACP leaders
are coordinating in an effort to
find an alternative to suspen-
sions. The program’s aim is to
keep students in school. The
students and their families are
matched with amentor and an
in-lieu-of-suspension plan is put
in writing. It’s agreed to by the
school’s dean and signed by the
student.

North Area Superintendent
Ron Bobay saw the program as
an opportunity to try something
different. It's being offered at
all north Brevardmiddle and
high schools.

“It’s obvious to me that the
CARE program has significant

adults who want to help make a
difference. And they do,” he
said. “I’m personally very sup-
portive and appreciative.”

Since the start of this semes-
ter, the program has so far
taken on 17 North Brevard
students, with parent permis-
sion. Volunteer mentors work
with both the student and the
family, and program leaders try
to pair families with someone
they already have a relation-
ship with, like a pastor or com-
munity leader.

“It’s easy to act out and get
suspended if you don’t like
school,” said Rev. Vernon R.
Clay of Antioch Christian Fel-
lowship Baptist Church, who
substitutes in Brevard schools
and also volunteers with the
CARE program. “We need to
look at other alternatives. The
CARE program is one.”

Volunteers work with par-
ents and school administrators
to come up with an alternative
discipline that addresses the
reasons for the child’s behavior.
If it’s an anger problem, for
example, theymight agree that
the child will attend anger man-
agement classes. If school work
is the problem, and students are
acting out because they’re be-
hind, it might be tutoring ses-

sions.
NAACP leaders hope to

expand the CARE program to
middle and high schools in
Central and South Brevard. It
serves students of all back-
grounds, although themajority
of referrals right now are for
black students.

Brown said she’s seen a
difference in her children.
Jasmine, a younger daughter,
was recently suspended for
cussing out another girl, who
Brown said was calling her
racial slurs andmaking fun of
her health issues. Jasmine uses
a wheelchair.

When she couldn’t take it
anymore, Jasmine, like her
older sister, snapped, her mom
said.

Since working with Bartley,
the CARE program and the
school, they’ve found a solution
for Jasmine to temper herself.
Now, if she feels an outburst
coming, she has permission to
go to the front office and take a
quick breather to calm down.

“We know kids can be
harsh,” Brown said. “She needs
to be in school.”

ABOUT THE
COMPLAINT
A federal complaint by the North
Brevard NAACP lists four Brevard
Public School policies, practices
and decisions that they believe
are discriminating against black
students and teachers. District
action or, at times, inaction led
to the discrimination, the com-
plaint says. It was sent to the U.S.
Department of Education’s
Office for Civil Rights in Atlanta.

» HIGH SUSPENSION RATE
OF BLACK STUDENTS.
Black students are suspended
21⁄2 times more frequently than
white students, yet make up a
smaller percentage of the pop-
ulation, said North Brevard
NAACP President Bill Gary, who
filed the complaint.

» LACK OF PROMOTION
OF BLACK TEACHERS.
In the past 25 years, only one of
the area’s 16 public high schools
has had a black principal. At one
point, only six principals out of
86 schools were minority, it says.
“The school district has made no
concerted effort to change these
numbers, with the usual re-
sponse being, ‘we can’t find
qualified candidates,’ ” the
complaint says.

» INFREQUENT HIRING OF
BLACK TEACHERS.
“It’s an ongoing concern that
hasn’t been addressed,” said
Gary, explaining that there’s
been little movement forward
under the current administra-
tion. A program developed
under the former superinten-
dent’s leadership never got off
the ground because of lack of
funding. Its goal was to raise
money and award scholarships
to black males who wanted to
earn an education degree on the
condition that they teach in a
Brevard elementary school for
four years.

» SCHOOL CLOSINGS.
In the last two years, school
board members have voted to
close four schools — all in high-
minority, low-income areas.
Schools in less diverse and high-
er-income areas have remained
open.

Source: North Brevard
NAACP complaint

Stephanie Brown and
daughter Jasmine, 15, a James
Madison Middle student,
praise the school's CARE
program, after initially
having issues with discipline.
TIM SHORTT/FLORIDA TODAY

Contact Ryan at 321-242-3664 or
mryan@floridatoday.com. Follow her on
Twitter @Mackenzie_Ryan or at Face-
book.com/FloridaTodayEducation

Continued from Page 6A
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