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February 20, 1990

Racial Dispute Erupts in Boston Over Dismissal of
Schools' Chief
By FOX BUTTERFIELD, Special to The New York Times

BOSTON, Feb. 19— A group of prominent blacks today accused the Boston School Committee of
acting in a racist manner in ousting the city's first black School Superintendent last week and
demanded that blacks play a leading role in choosing his successor.

Louis Elisa, president of the Boston branch of the National Association for the Advancement of
Colored People, said the School Committee's vote to remove Superintendent Laval S. Wilson with
more than a year left on his contract ''was a blatant act of racism'' and ''a giant step backward for the
city of Boston.''

Mr. Elisa spoke at a news conference at the People's Baptist Church in Roxbury, the largely black
section of Boston. It was called by the four black members of the 13-member School Committee, who
had walked out of a School Committee meeting last Tuesday in protest before the vote to buy out the
contract of the 54-year-old Dr. Wilson. One white also walked out, and the remaining members voted 7
to 1 for the buyout.

The vote came after months of debate over the performance of Mr. Wilson, whose contract was
renewed last June on the condition that his performance be evaluated every six months.

In a written statement today, the four black members, led by John O'Bryant, said, ''The interim and
final replacement for Dr. Wilson must be supported by the minority community through the minority
representatives on the School Committee.'' Isiah George, the parent of a high school student, called for
the creation of a parents' search committee that would be led by a black.

History of Turmoil

Dr. Wilson's ouster is only the latest episode in a recent history of turmoil for Boston's schools, which
went through a crisis in the mid-1970's over court-ordered busing to end segregation. More than 75
percent of Boston's 55,000 public-school children are black, Hispanic or Asian.

When Dr. Wilson was hired in 1985, he came with a reputation as a tough, conservative administrator.
Born in Tennsessee and raised on Chicago's South Side, he had demonstrated success in schools from
Berkeley, Calif., to Rochester. But he quickly came into conflict not only with members of the School
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Committee but also with parents, teachers, politicians and business leaders who had helped bring him
here.

Among the issues were persistently low test scores and high dropout rates in poor urban
neighborhoods, particularly in a time of shrinking city budgets. But Dr. Wilson's brusque style also
caused him problems on volatile subjects like his plan to close a number of schools and reassign
pupils.

There were also questions about his commitment to Boston. In 1987 he aggressively sought the post of
Chancellor of New York City's public schools, and the day after his contract was terminated last week
he turned up in Miami for a scheduled interview for the job of heading the Dade County schools.

'Nothing Has Gone Right'

School Committee members who voted to oust Dr. Wilson denied that race played a role in the
decision. One of them, Stephen Holt, said the issue had been ''raised mistakenly'' by some people who
have spoken out while the committee members remained silent.

''We have nothing to apologize for in this process,'' Mr. Holt said in a letter to other members Sunday.
He added that Dr. Wilson had been removed only after a long process showed he was not ''a team
player.''

Abigail M. Browne, another member of the committee who voted against Dr. Wilson, said, ''In my
opinion, except for the first six months, nothing has gone right,'' and called him ''a person who leads by
edict and by confrontation.''

Ms. Browne said she agreed with some blacks that Dr. Wilson would have been treated differently if he
were not black. But she added: ''I have to say that he wouldn't have been here as long as he was if he
wasn't black. Certainly there was a feeling among the community and the committee that you had to
think twice before firing a black.''

Goals Were Being Met, He Said

Dr. Wilson did not respond to several telephone calls by a reporter in the past few days. Last week, he
produced a list of 10 goals against which he and the School Committee had agreed to evaluate him and
said he was either on schedule or ahead of schedule on each. The goals included balancing the budget,
reducing the dropout rate and negotiating teachers' contracts in a timely fashion.

Mr. O'Bryant, the leader of the black school committee group, noted today that it would cost the school
system up to $200,000 to buy out the contract, money he said it could ill afford.
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