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he 2008-09 school year was diffi-

cult for urban education, largely

due to forces beyond the control of

educators. The nation’s economic
downturn proved to be a full-fledged cri-
sis for many state and local governments,
who in turn passed on the budget cuts to
school systems.

School board members across the
country faced the unenviable task of
reducing spending while meeting a seem-
ingly endless list of demands, including
reaching federal Adequate Yearly
Progress test score standards, educating
increasing numbers of special education
and limited English-proficiency students,
and mitigating the effects of poverty.

But despite these challenges, many
urban school systems had an exceptional
year. The Council of Urban Boards of
Education (CUBE) received a record num-
ber of nominations for the CUBE Annual
Award for Urban School Board Excellence.
It received so many, in fact, that five school
boards are being honored this year for their
efforts to promote student excellence.

The one common denominator of
these five districts is consistency over
time. Nowhere is that more true than
in the Atlanta Public Schools, the win-
ner of the 2009 CUBE Annual Award
for Urban School Board Excellence.

The Atanta Board of Education is 10
years into a reform campaign that has
transformed the school district from a
poster child for what supposedly is wrong
with urban education to an example of
how good urban school systems can be.
The district has retained the same superin-
tendent through this process, an amazing
accomplishment in the pressure-cooker
world of urban school superintendents.

This year’s runner-up is the Broward
County (Fla.) Public Schools. Despite
severe funding challenges and a widely
diverse school system, Broward County
has made consistent, long-term educa-
tional gains by sticking with its data-
based reform program.

The Jefferson County (Ky.) Public
Schools and Wake County (N.C.)
Public School System both are recipi-
ents of the Honorable Mention for
Outstanding Commitment and Service
to Diversity—the first time CUBE has
awarded this distinction.

Diverse schools have long been a prior-
ity in both Jefferson County and Wake
County school districts. Each has success-
fully implemented new student assignment
plans in recent years to ensure that schools
remain diverse. They have been successful
in this effort where so many districts have
failed because of school boards committed
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Board member Brenda Muhammad greeting a
graduate from Maynard Jackson High School.

to these student assignment plans.

The Baltimore City Public Schools have
been recognized with the Honorable
Mention in Recognition of Progressive
Leadership Award. Earlier this decade, the
district’s Board of Commissioners realized
that significant changes needed to be made.
So the board transformed itself from an
operational body to policy-setting leaders,
and then hired a new CEO to run the
school district. The results have been inspir-
ing, as both academic performance and
public support are on the rise in Baltdmore.

No one ever said leading an urban
school system would be easy. But these
five school boards are proof that urban
school leaders who stay focused on the
priorities that really matter can make a
difference and that large, urban school
districts can, in fagt, be successful.
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