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“Part of what’s driving the achievement gap 
in Chapel Hill is an expectation gap, and there’s 
stuff going on within the leadership, the struc-
ture and the teachers that needs to be addressed,” 
Perry said during the school’s interview with the 
N.C. Public Charter School Advisory Council 
earlier this month.

“It’s not about separation, it’s just about 
diversity and accepting that sometimes one size 
does not fit all. We have to come up with creative 
ways to serve everybody.”

CHCCS test results show that there is still a 
36 point gap in the passage rate for End of Grade 
tests between white and black students. However, 
that gap has narrowed by 10 points since the 
2008–2009 school year.

For Hispanic students in CHCCS, the passage 
rate has improved by more than 10 points, nearly 
twice the state average, and the gap is 29.8 points. 

McElveen cites 10 initiatives—including add-
ing intervention specialists, teaching assistants, 
literacy coaches and tutoring in public housing 
projects and at community centers—as respon-
sible for the progress.

In the Lee school application, which is scant 
on NHA data, the board stated that it partnered 
with the company because of Howard Lee’s 
familiarity with the group while he served on 
the State Board of Education. It also cited the 
school’s “moral focus curriculum” and its “data-
driven” approach that tests students three times a 
year to assess progress. 

NHA spokesman Joe DiBenedetto said that the 
curriculum includes four key components: moral, 
intellectual, performance and social character. 

CHCCS school board member James Barrett, 
who won election in November after campaign-
ing on closing the achievement gap, criticized the 
amount of testing. He compares NHA to KIPP 
(Knowledge Is Power Program), a successful non-
profit charter school creator. School board mem-
bers recently visited a KIPP school in Gaston.

 “KIPP teachers are engaged in deep thinking, 
challenging all students to just learn. They have 
test results that show the quality of their educa-
tion, but clearly they weren’t just teaching things 
on a surface level for test-taking purposes,” 
Barrett said. “NHA has a clear focus on testing 
and ‘we’re going to prepare the kids for the test 
and use them continuously.’”

NHA said it can address the gap by teach-
ing virtues and tailoring lessons based on the 
test results.

Natasha Bowen, an associate professor at the 
UNC School of Social Work and a former board 
member of KIPP Gaston College Preparatory, 
said the data doesn’t back up NHA’s claims.

“It’s true that Chapel Hill has had a gap 
and that’s a big problem,” she said. “I’m all for 
schools that actually address the gap, but the 
school that’s proposing to come to Chapel Hill, 
according to publicly available data from (the 
N.C. Department of Public Instruction), isn’t the 
answer to the problem.”

If NHA schools are closing the gap it’s by 
lowering test scores for white, middle-class or 
affluent students—not raising scores dramati-
cally for minority or low-income students.

Bowen’s data shows that among the five cur-
rent NHA charters in North Carolina, two of 
them serve predominantly white and middle-
class/ affluent students.

Only 3 percent–4 percent of students in those 
schools are Latino; 6 percent–13 percent are low-
income. Both populations perform slightly above 
CHCCS levels, but Bowen said the sample size is 
too small to validate the success rates.

Meanwhile, white and non-economically 
disadvantaged students do worse in NHA 
schools than the state and CHCCS averages. 
Black students on the whole perform about the 
same in NHA schools as the state average, but 
worse than their black counterparts in CHCCS, 
Bowen found.

“They are right that they are closing the gap 
a little bit, but that’s not the way we want to do 
it,” Bowen said.“It’s hard for me to see how they 
can argue that they are bringing some great solu-
tion for African-American kids,” Bowen added. 
“I came in hoping it was a great thing. … They 
have had plenty of time to establish a track 
record, and it’s not a good one.”

The Lee school application also contends it 
will alleviate overcrowding at CHCCS schools. 
However, according to state data, NHA’s schools 
in North Carolina have on average four more 
students per K–8 classroom—23.8—than pres-
ently at CHCCS. 

Any overcrowding in the CHCCS district 
could be alleviated by its 11th elementary school, 
projected to open in August 2013. The Schools 
Adequate Public Facilities Ordinance, an agree-
ment between the schools and Orange County 
municipalities, ensures that no new housing 
developments can be built until new schools are 
in place to accommodate additional students.
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