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Wright School
3132 N. Roxboro St., Durham, N.C. 27704;
560-5790

Year started: 1963
Average yearly enrollment: 55
Number of slots available at one
time: 24
Ages served: 6-12
Maximum length of stay: 6-9
months

Whitaker School
L Street, Building 43, Butner, N.C. 27509;
575-7927

Year started: 1980
Average yearly enrollment: 32
Number of slots available at one
time: 18
Ages served: 13-17
Maximum length of stay: 1 year

In August, he graduated. Two weeks later, he entered regular public school, where he earns mostly As and
Bs, and excels in math and science.

"He has coping strategies," St. Clair says. "He can remove himself and be calm. And he can accept the adult
decision."

A group of powerful adults in state government are deciding
the fate of the Wright School. Gov. Bev Perdue's proposed
budget, which the General Assembly begins tackling this
week, would close the nationally known school, located in
Durham, and its counterpart for teens, the Whitaker School
in Butner.

Wright and Whitaker have been on the chopping block
before, but never in a recession this deep and in a budget
crisis this severe. Facing at least a $3 billion shortfall, North
Carolina would save $5.8 million over the next two years by
closing the schools; it's a small percentage of the overall
$21 billion budget, but in desperate times, lawmakers are
scrutinizing programs no matter how small—or how
successful.

Wright's size, success and uniqueness contribute, ironically,
to its vulnerability. Each year, the school serves about 55
kids in a highly structured environment that combines
individualized public school education with extensive mental
health services. The "re-education principles" of finding a
child's strengths and centering on the family have turned
around the lives of hundreds of troubled children over the
past four decades, many area parents and social workers
say.

The financial sticking point is that neither Wright nor Whitaker is eligible for Medicaid reimbursement, placing
the financial onus on the state and its Department of Health and Human Services. Yet, the savings in closing
the schools may come at a later, more expensive financial, social and human cost: Without appropriate
services, these kids could easily wind up imprisoned or hospitalized.

State Rep. Nelson Dollar, R-Wake, is a member of the Health and Human Services Appropriations
Subcommittee. "With all the problems we have with mental health in North Carolina, we have hospitals that
are literally killing people. We constantly hear reports of violence on patients. We can't keep some hospitals
certified," Dollar says. "Yet we have two schools that are success stories, that have made a difference in the
lives of young people. They're working well. It defies logic why we would be closing them."

he Wright School is housed in an aging, low-slung brick building about 50 yards back from busy North
Roxboro Road in Durham. A sign on the front bears the words "Wright Refuge," so named because it

served as a temporary home for children whose families had been disrupted during the two world wars.

Inside, the school is quiet, except for distant voices echoing from classrooms down the hall. "Adults don't yell
at kids here," says Debbie Simmers, the school's administrator for 25 years.

The halls are decorated in vivid colors and tattooed with "affirmations"—notes that say "I will try to be
positive" and "I am a good person."

For roughly six months, kids live at Wright School five days a week, then go home each weekend. Most have
been diagnosed with multiple problems, are behind in school, and need a wide range of services provided by
therapists, speech and language pathologists and special education teachers. Some kids are developmentally
delayed and have emotional disturbances; others have autism; still others have been diagnosed with severe
mental, neurological or emotional illnesses such as oppositional defiant disorder, bipolar disorder, anxiety and
attention deficit hyperactivity.

Over their short lifetimes, nearly all the kids have been prescribed a half-dozen or more medications, as
doctors have searched for the right combination.

Few medications worked for Linda McDonough's adopted
daughter, who has been expelled from two daycares, two
summer camps and suspended several times from a
Chapel Hill elementary school. "The school and I called
the police all the time. It was chaos. I couldn't even keep
her in the house," McDonough says. While McDonough
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