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INDIANAPOLIS

T
HE week before classes start-
ed in August 2004 at Franklin
Central High School here,

Steve George stopped in to prepare
the school radio station for the com-
ing year. As the faculty adviser to
WRFT, he wanted to make sure his
students were writing and producing
public-service announcements. He
had to contact a few of Franklin Cen-
tral’s football rivals to arrange for
WRFT to broadcast away games. He
was pricing replacements for a 20-
year-old remote unit.

Then, on Mr. George’s way to the
station’s studio, the principal inter-
cepted him to pass along an unex-
pected piece of mail. It was a petition
to the Federal Communications
Commission asking that WRFT be
denied its license, which was due for
renewal, and that its frequency be
given to an outfit called the Hoosier
Public Radio Corporation.

Through his 34 years in commer-
cial radio, the career he left to be-
come a teacher, Mr. George had nev-
er once been on a station confronted
in this way. He could not imagine
why anyone would want to take over
WRFT in particular, a 50-watt sta-
tion with an annual budget of $4,200
and inoffensive programs like
“Wakin’ Up in a Flash,” a talk show
run by two seniors at the local Chick-
fil-A restaurant.

“I thought, ‘Is this
fiction?’ ” Mr. George
recalled. “Who could
do this?”

He has since learned
the answer. Hoosier
Public Radio is largely
the enterprise of one
man, Martin Hensley,
a former radio engi-
neer who now de-
scribes his occupation
as “serving God.” And
the effort by Mr. Hen-
sley to take the F.C.C.
license from WRFT, or at least force
it to share broadcast time with him,
offers but one example of a series of
similar conflicts involving student
radio stations. At least 20 high school
stations, and a handful of college
ones, have been fending off chal-
lenges to their licenses by Christian
broadcasters in the last year.

This flurry of action, which
seemed so inexplicable to Mr.
George, actually has a fierce logic to
it. A loophole in commission regula-
tions makes educational stations un-
usually vulnerable to takeover at-
tempts. 

Moreover, their frequencies are a
lucrative commodity, a bargain-
basement way to get onto the air.
The commission rarely auctions new
frequencies on the crowded radio
dial, and existing ones sell for
$200,000 or so for a 50-watt operation
like WRFT’s to more than $10 million
for a major commercial station.

“It’s opportunistic,” said Mark
Goodman, executive director of the
Student Press Law Center, an organ-
ization based in Arlington, Va., that
provides legal assistance for student
journalists. “People see this as a way
to go after stations that are of value
and of use. In the process, student
voices can be lost, and the entire so-
ciety loses. From teen pregnancy to
school testing, we understand our
world better and our teenagers bet-
ter when we hear them.”

In its original rules, the commis-
sion allowed competitors to file ap-
plications for existing licenses when
they came up for renewal but also
put the burden of proof on a chal-
lenger to prove the current licensee’s
unsuitability. 

When that concept of “renewal ex-
pectancy” failed to contain the num-
ber of unsuccessful, time-consuming
challenges, Congress acted in the
mid-1990’s to bar petitions to take
over a license. At most, under the
amended commission statute, a peti-
tioner could ask the F.C.C. not to re-
new a given license. A loophole in the

law, Section 73.561, left educational
stations exposed. Such stations must
broadcast at least five hours a day
six days a week, and have a weekly
total of at least 36 hours, to hold a li-
cense. The stations are permitted to
shut down entirely when school is out
of session for weekends and vaca-
tions. 

Yet if those same stations operate
for less than 12 hours a day, every
day, they can be made to share their
frequency “upon grant of an appro-
priate application” by a competitor. 

Because the commission renews
licenses every eight years, taking up
applications sequentially from 18
geographical sections of the nation,
the loophole went largely unused un-
til the current round of evaluations
began in June 2003. 

Then the challenges came in a
wave, especially as the commission
took up stations in the Midwest. The
petitions took aim especially at
school stations close to or inside ma-
jor cities — Chicago, Detroit, Toledo,
Indianapolis. WRFT’s 50-watt trans-
mitter, for instance, can reach virtu-
ally the entire city of 781,000.

While Mr. Hensley went after five
stations in Indiana and Kentucky, a
company named R B Schools spread
its efforts from Colorado to Michi-
gan. Based in Keene, Tex., about 25
miles southwest of Dallas, R B

Schools is led by Linda
de Romanett, who also
owns a Christian sta-
tion in South Carolina.

Thus far, the com-
mission has not upheld
any of the challenges.
Which is not to say the
high schools have been
left unscathed. Frank-
lin Central has already
paid more than $16,000
in fees to a Washing-
ton lawyer who spe-
cializes in F.C.C. law,

Kathryn Schmeltzer.
Some stations have bought service
from National Public Radio and oth-
ers, including WRFT, have bought
and installed automation equipment
so they can meet the 12-hour require-
ment without keeping pupils in the
studio around the clock. 

Seventeen of the stations that ulti-
mately were granted renewals in
2004 and 2005, including WRFT, still
face appeals by Hoosier Public Ra-
dio and R B Schools.

M
R. HENSLEY, for one,
sounds unlikely to go away
quietly. He presents himself

as the victim of an “emotional hate
issue” all because “someone finally
stood up and said these stations ha-
ven’t served the public all these
years.” He specifically faults the
high school stations for playing too
much music and doing too little
“community-oriented” program-
ming, which he says should include
Christian shows. Asked why he sim-
ply does not buy a station — one of
the commercial Christian stations in
the Indianapolis area was up for sale
last summer — he points out that it
ultimately brought $3 million. 

Mr. George has prided himself on
treating his students like radio pro-
fessionals. They know from him to
dress up when they broadcast from
the Chick-fil-A. They know from him
to avoid not only profane words but
also scatological slang on the air. He
has entrusted them to sell sponsor-
ships to local businesses, much as
NPR member stations do. 

They have been rewarded with
first- and second-place finishes for
WRFT the last two years in the state-
wide student radio competition.

There is at least one lesson,
though, that Mr. George surely wish-
es his students never had to learn.

“The radio station has been the
best choice of my high school ca-
reer,” said Nicole Fisher, a 17-year-
old senior who intends to major in
broadcast journalism in college. “I
can’t believe someone would swoop
in here and take it from us.” E-mail: sgfreedman@nytimes.com
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By MICHAEL JANOFSKY
GERMANTOWN, Tenn. — After

serving the children of affluent par-
ents for 40 years, St. George’s Inde-
pendent, a private elementary school
here in a suburb of Memphis, de-
cided to expand into higher grades.

But just as plans got under way in
1999 for a middle school and a high
school, a group of donors concerned
about the racial divide between
Memphis, which is largely black, and
its suburbs, which are largely white,
offered school officials $6 million to
create an elementary school in the
city that would mirror the suburban
campus.

The result became St. George’s
Memphis, an experiment that brings
to the city the same lesson plans as
the original school and some of the
same teachers, in an effort to narrow
the achievement gap in learning and
to bridge social differences. By 2009,
however, the first fifth-grade class
from Memphis will join its German-
town counterpart to become an inte-
grated sixth grade in the new middle
school.

Stewart Burgess, the Early Child-
hood Division director, said that in
planning for the Memphis school, St.
George’s immediately rejected the
idea of joining city and suburban
children in large numbers before
they finished fifth grade, even in the
face of criticism from some city resi-
dents who accused St. George’s of op-
erating a “separate but equal” sys-
tem to keep the suburban campus
largely white.

“It’s been tried over and over,” Mr.
Burgess said of quick immersion. “It
doesn’t work very well. My work
with a few individuals here showed a
fair degree of discomfort.”

School officials say they hope that
St. George’s high school graduates of
2016 and beyond, steeped in the
school’s dedication to cultural diver-
sity, would return to the area after
college. 

“If an individual school can do
something like this in Memphis,”
said Rick Ferguson, St. George’s
president, “our dream is that it could
be emulated by other independent
schools around the nation.” 

Only a few other private schools
have attempted a similar project, ac-
cording to the National Association
of Independent Schools. The Cincin-
nati Hills Christian Academy, a sub-
urban private school, opened a down-
town campus for minority students
six years ago. In North Philadelphia,
a social services organization known
as Project HOME is collaborating
with Germantown Academy, the na-
tion’s oldest nonsectarian day school,
to open an elementary school next
year. 

For parents here, the effort has
particular resonance. 

“African-Americans have tradi-
tionally felt, especially in the South,
that private schools were created to
get rid of us and we’re not welcome,”
said Yolanda Toney, a parent who is

black and the mother of an eighth-
grade boy at the middle school. She
added: “It’s a complicated thing for
both sides. But I feel St. George’s is
looking at it in the face and trying to
deal with it head on.”

The effort here is building steadily
as the St. George’s campus in Mem-
phis adds a class each year to reach
parity with St. George’s in suburban
Germantown, which now has 400
children in pre-kindergarten through
fifth grade. Most of the suburban stu-
dents are from financially comfort-
able white families, and their par-
ents pay up to $10,060 a year in tu-
ition, school officials say.

The Memphis school opened in a
renovated church building with one
pre-kindergarten class and now has
nearly 100 children in pre-kindergar-
ten through second grade. Most of
the children are from black and His-
panic working-class families, offi-
cials say. Parents are required to
pay at least $500 a year, with the rest
covered by scholarships. 

School officials said they recruited
children for their first class by
knocking on doors in city neighbor-
hoods. Now they have more appli-

cants than openings. Mr. Ferguson
said each child from the Memphis
school who remained in St. George’s
from pre-kindergarten through 12th
grade would represent a scholarship
worth $250,000.

St. George’s two elementary
schools are about eight miles apart,
but increasingly they are less and
less apart academically and socially,
Mr. Burgess and other school offi-
cials said. Besides using the same
approach to teaching, school officials
have set out to ease whatever culture
clash remains in 2009 by having chil-
dren and their parents from both
schools take part in events known as
“cross campus connections,” like
field trips, plays, lunches and com-
munity service projects, throughout
the year.

Each child also has a “buddy” at
the other school. 

Gene Pearson, director of the
Graduate Program in City and Re-
gional Planning at the University of
Memphis, said environmental psy-
chologists generally agree that the
gradual mixing of children gives
them a better chance at long-term
success.

“We know the maturation process
humans go through,” he said. “The
phases are spaced around the house
to the yard to the block to the neigh-
borhood. That’s why neighborhood-
based elementary schools have al-
ways been the ideal.” 

So far, Mr. Burgess said, the edu-
cational signs are encouraging. 

In the classroom, tests given to

second graders last month showed
that all but 2 of the 20 attending the
Memphis school were reading more
than half a year above grade level,
officials said, putting them within
range of the 54 Germantown second
graders, who were reading slightly
above third-grade level. Mr. Burgess
said it was close enough that the dif-
ference would most likely melt away
by fifth grade. 

Officials said that only a very
small percentage of struggling chil-
dren at each school are terminated
each year. “I’m impressed with
where we are,” Mr. Burgess said. “I
am more worried about the societal
part than the academic.”

For now, children appear to be at
ease with others if not altogether ig-
norant of their differences. On a re-
cent field trip to a nature preserve,
kindergartners from both schools
seemed separated more by sex than
race. Hugs, hand-holding and smiles
were abundant.

“I wanted my children to have it a
little better than I had it, a little bet-
ter education,” said Felecia Walker,
who is black and has two sons at the
Memphis school. “When I first at-
tended a parents’ open house, they
were talking about college, and that
really touched me. It wasn’t ‘if’ your
child is going to college; it was
‘when.’ That helped set it in my mind
that this was the right place for me.”

The parents said their children
have much to gain from each other,
but they also admitted to tensions. 

For Ms. Walker, it was the possi-
bility “someone would call one of my
boys the n-word.” She added, “It’s
something you think about.” 

Ms. Toney said she worried about
reactions to interracial dating as the
children got older. Terry Harter, a
white mother of a fifth grader at the
suburban campus, agreed, saying in-
terracial dating was fine with her “as
long as they had the same values.”

Mr. Ferguson said the St. George’s
schools face other challenges as well.
The fund-raising pressures are unre-
lenting, with the need to cover the
Memphis scholarships at $1 million
this year and growing. In addition,
officials want to improve the Mem-
phis location with facilities to match
the suburban school, including a spa-
cious library, a gymnasium and an
auditorium.

Still, he said, school officials were
committed to seeing it through, and
for him the effort was personal. As a
child, he said, he watched as some
whites ostracized his father, Bert,
who created WDIA in Memphis, the
first radio station in the country with
programs aimed at black listeners.

“I grew up with a lot of flak,’’ he
said. “I’d come home to my white
neighbors, and they knew what Dad
did. We heard a lot of jokes, but that
had a lot to do with how I feel about
getting the races together.”

Closing the Gap Between City and Suburban Students

A class in session in Lisa Johnson’s second-grade room at St. George’s Independent’s campus in Memphis. 
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St. George’s Independent pupils in Memphis and Germantown, Tenn., on a joint field trip to a nature center. 

A private school’s

plans call for a

gradual approach to

integration. 

By RONALD SMOTHERS
NEW BRUNSWICK, N.J., Nov. 21

— With Douglass College, the na-
tion’s only publicly financed wom-
en’s college, facing the possibility
that it will be converted into a less
autonomous campus of Rutgers Uni-
versity, a passionate debate is under
way here about the value of a sep-
arate education for women.

The dispute comes as Rutgers is
set early next year to consider a pro-
posal by a task force that the college,
with its separate admission require-
ments, administration and a limited
number of separate course offerings,
lose those attributes and become a
unit of the 26,000-student university.

The task force called for creating a
single college of arts and sciences
out of Douglass and four other nearly
autonomous units of the university,
to eliminate what it said was a con-
fusing patchwork of admission and
graduation requirements.

But the recommendation has

touched off a debate, and this week
supporters of the 3,000-student Doug-
lass college called in reinforce-
ments: the female presidents of four
women’s colleges to make the case
for single-sex colleges at a time
when more than 56 percent of under-
graduate enrollees are women, ac-
cording to the National Center for
Educational Statistics of the United
States Department of Education.

Nancy Y. Bekavac, the president
of Scripps College in Claremont,
Calif., told nearly 300 students, alum-
ni and faculty at a panel discussion
Monday night that there was some
evidence that coeducation created
“blockages” for some women. 

She cited a 2003 study at Duke Uni-
versity in North Carolina to argue
that women at the college faced the
“murderous pressure” of academics
as well as meeting the “strict stand-
ards of femininity” after the campus
went coeducational in the 1970’s. 

She said women “felt pressure to

be effortlessly perfect, flawlessly
turned out, and never threatening to
men in the classroom.”

“These are the things that get in
the way of what we really want to
do,” she said.

And in a time when higher educa-
tion curriculums are moving toward
specialized, career-oriented courses,
said Judith Shapiro, president of
Barnard College in New York, said
women’s colleges generally present
a different experience.

“What is being lost with the demise
of women’s colleges that we read
about here and there is more gener-
ally the small liberal arts college,”
she said. “But I also think of them as
the proverbial room of their own for
women.”

Carol T. Christ, a Douglass gradu-
ate and president of Smith College
since 2002, said that she had found
something invigorating in the “intel-
lectual cross-training” that occurred
in the atmosphere created at small

women’s colleges.
A former executive vice chancel-

lor at the University of California at
Berkeley, she said one apparent re-
sult was that more women at Smith
were motivated to major in math
and science than she found at Berke-
ley. “And this is critical to our world-
wide competitiveness,” she said.

Patricia Lamiell, a spokesman for
Rutgers University, said that figures
for the three liberal arts undergradu-
ate schools at Rutgers showed a dif-
ferent picture for women. Nine per-
cent of Douglass students majored in
math or science, she said, compared
with 17 percent and 12 percent at two

other units of Rutgers.
For Johnetta Cole, a member of

the panel who is the president of the
historically black women’s Bennett
College in Greensboro, N.C., the
strongest argument for women’s col-
leges is today’s society.

“As long as we live in a society
where there is power and privilege in
being white and being male, we need
these institutions,” she told the audi-
ence.

There are 58 all-women colleges in
the country, according to the Wom-
en’s College Coalition, an advocate
for women’s colleges. At the same
time, women outnumbered men in
undergraduate programs by 9.4 mil-
lion to 7.2 million at all institutions,
according to 2002 figures from the
National Center for Educational Sta-
tistics.

Plan to Dissolve Nation’s Only Public Women’s College Stirs Debate at Rutgers

Four presidents argue

the case for single-sex

education.
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