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INTERVIEW WITH MR. B.K. BURTON
By Goldle F. Wells

Goldle: 1 am Iln the home of Mr. B.K. Burton In Rocky Mount,
North Carollna. The date ls January 21, 1991. Mr. Burton,
I would llke for you to lntroduce yourself and say that you
know that thls Intervliew |s belng recorded.

Mc. Burton: I am B.K. Burton, 120 South Morlng Avenue In
Rocky Mount, MHorth Carocllina and I am aware that thls
interview iIs belng taped.

Goldle: Mr. Burten, I wrote to yvou and asked you to f111
out a guestlionnalre and vou dld and I really appreclate it.
I am doing some research. I want to compare the role
perceptlons of black high school principals so 1 am
interviewing princlpals who were princlpals In 1964, and
princlpals who were princlpals In 1989. When I wrote to the
State Department they sent me a llstlng of 41 black hlgh
school princlpals and I have learned that some of those are
princlpals of alternatlve schools so we have less than 40
black hlgh school princlpals In the state of North Carollna.
Back In 1964, there were over 200. So what I am dolng s
Intervliewlng and seelng |£f 1 can pull together to see [f the
role perceptlons are the same and I am pleased that you have
agreed to share with me thils morning. I want you to tell me
how you became a hlgh school princlpal.

Mr. Burton: I guess the best way to describe how I became a
high school principal was I started off as an asslistant
princlipal In a hlah school and then I became princlipal of an
elementary school, K-5. I went to a new middle school from
the elementary school. It was non-graded, multl-age but open
facllltles, I was asked |f I would go to the mlddle school
and stralghten the dlsclpllne out--klds were puttlng each
other’s heads Into the commodes and they would not go to
class because of the freedom of the open space and
multl-age and grading so you Just couldn’t keep klds at one
place. They were Just roaming around so I went to the
middle school and stayed there for ten years and at the end
of my tenth year, a consultant from the State Department of
Publlc Instructlon was dolng a workshop for superlntendents
and the superintendent from Edgecombe County where 1 am now
at North Edgecombe High School asked the consultant [f he
knew where he could find a good black strong adminlstrator
that could stay at one of hls high schools, to take over a
hlgh school that he could not keep a principal at. He had
several principals In four years so I told him I would come
down here, but I wasn“t looking for a Job. I was not
Interested In leaving the Burllngton area. I'm on my
seventh year. So that s how I got to be a hlgh school
princlpal.
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Goldiet Did vou teach at any time?

Mr. Burton: Yes, I dld. I tauaght approxlimately 9 1/2
years. That |ls all the teachlng experlence 1°ve ever had,

Goldle: Dld yvou do that here In the state of HNorth
Carol lna?

Mr. Burton: Yes, 1 did. 1 dld most of it In Granviltle
County, Dxford.

Goldie: HNow I want yvou to tell me something about the high
school that you are the principal of now. Tell me about the
students, the raclal makeup, and some of the demographlcs.

Mr. Burton: Okay, the raclal makeup of the hlgh school that
I am princlpal of now ls about 90% black and 10% white. It
is up a little bit this year because they closed three
private schools around us so now we are probably up to about
70% black and 30 % white from the closing of the prlvate
schools. QOut of the last two years, I would say, probably
about B0% of our seniors have gone to four-year col leges.
When I went there they had not had a senlor to go to a
four-vear college ln the last four vears but our test scores
are up, we are above the state average now. We got our
report card last week, and we are above the state average,
Within our school, wlth our Competency Tests we are 93% to
98% In Wrltling ObJectlives, Math, and Engllish. We have very
few disclpllne problems. We do not have a drug problem and
overall our disclipline is real good durling our Iinstructlonal
day and at our extra-curricular activities. We are a 1-A
school wlth about 530 students and an assistant princlpal
and we have 3B professlional staff members.

Goldie: What s the raclal compositlon of the staff
members?

Mr. Burton: We are about B0O% white and about 20% black. 1
am the second black princlpal that has ever been Iln that
schoaol .

Gaoldle: How many hlgh schools do you have In your system?
Mr. Burton: Two.

Goldle: But yours |s the one that [Is heavily populated with
the black students.

Mr. Burton: That |ls correct. They“ve only had one black
hlgh school princlipal In Edgecombe County for one year since
integratlon.

Goldie: 1 guess that 1= why yvou are really lnvaluable to
come to thls communlity.
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Goldle: HNow I'm golng to ask you somethlng about your
responsibillties and I'm golng to glve you areas that I
would [ Ike for you to address. 1 want you to tell me about
the supervision of personnel and your selection of teachers.

Mr. Burton: That Is one of the things that I am having to
adjust to. I‘m getting there but when I flrst came here |t
was the pollcy of the superintendent and the assocliate
superlntendent for personnel |s that they select staff for
you. That was one of the areas that we had a lot of
bickering about because I let them know In no uncertaln
terms that I do not wish you to hlre anybody who [Is going to
work for me, So I“ve been glven the chance to talk wlith
pecple now but more or less |t Is =stll]l one of the thlngs
that they want total control of. That has |mproved a lot,
When I came to North Edgecombe 1t was about 95% white In the
school and so each time [ have lost a staff member I°ve been
able to replace them with a black. We need some role models
for our black young people and I constantly say that.

Goldle: Supervision of the ones that you do have. After
you hlre them how do you go about supervising and evaluat!lng
your teachers.

Mr., Burton: I do all of my evaluatlons for my ICP’s. BAS
for my career people, I mix that up with my asslstant
princlipal. However, lf there Is a career person that I have
some concerns about performance-wise then I wlll do that
observatlon and evalutation myself. 1 use a data sheet for
all of my staff members and we report at the end of every
six weeks. At that time the teacher must put down the flve
subJects that they teach and they wlll have to tell me how
many ln that class made A’s, B’'s, C’s, D’s, and how many
falled. If there Is a large number of students ln the C, D,
and F area, then I call that teacher in for a conference
because you might be teaching but you‘re not teachlng
effectively. Too many students are not able to comprehend
what you are supposed to be putting across to them and I
wlll spend a great deal of time In those teacher’s
Instructional areas.

Goldlie: Have you come up wlth a way to get rld of the dead
wood?

Mr. Burton: 1‘ve been successful ln documenting a teacher’s
performance to the polnt that the teacher reslgned, not that
I have had to dlismlss anybody.

Goldle: Tell me about currlculum and lnstructlon.

Mr. Burton: We did a survey withln our school among our
staff and our students to rewrlte our currlculum. We used
our survey to determlne what our students needs were and
then we rewrote our currlculum. We have had it In use for
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the past three years and our student ocutcome has |mproved
gince then. That |s how our test scores have gone up. We
also are worklng on Improving our attendance In our school,
because we can’t teach them lf we can’t get them there
everyday. The homeroom wlth perfect attendance gets a plzza
party and all the students wlth a perfect attendance for six
weeks get thelr name In the paper, thelr plcture on the
bulletln board, and they are recognlzed on the lntercom
durlng announcements at the beglnning of the day. We also
have a banner that they wear saylng that they have perfect
attendance for the reported perlod.

Goldle: Do you stay withln the guldellnes, I know that we
have the BEP and you say that you have wrlitten the
currlculum that meets the needs of your chlldren. How much
are you governed by the BEP?

Mr. Burton: We stay withiln the guldelines of the Basic
Educatlen Plan. However, we really stress teachlng our CBC
because that |s what we are tested on at the end of the
year,

Goldie: Disclpline.

Mr. Burton: As I sald earller, we don“t have that much of a
disclpllne problem. We have a system-wlde disciplline policy
but usually handle our own dlscliplline. We stay within the
guldellnes of the pollcy but we handle ours |n=house. The
only things a student can be suspended from school for are
serious offenses and fighting, and for anvthing else we use
in-school suspension.

Goldle: Do you get involved in the disclpllne process?

Mr. Burton: Unless [t iIs fighting or unless it Is serlous,
the asslstant princlipal and the disciplinary committee
handle 1t.

Goldle: Transportatlon.

Mr. Burton: We Just hlire the bus drivers. That |ls not a
major problem for us. We are not suffering with a shortage
of drivers. There are a lot of responsible ladles who don’t
work and some who work thlrd shlft who drive our buses. The
asslstant princlpal = In charge of buses.

Goldle:r Utlllzatlon of funds.

Mr. Burton: We don‘t per se get a budget other than Current
Expense. A= for Capltal Outlay, the superintendent controls
everything. So If vou need somethling that falls under
capltal outlay then you must ask him for It,
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Goldle: Do you glve the teachers a chance to Input Into
what vou use vour Instructlonal monles for?

Mc. Burton: Instructicnal supplles, yes. They select all
of that.

Goldie: Cafeterla management .

Mr. Burton: I hired my cafeteria manager and my cafeterlia
manager reports to me but she runs the cafeterlia,

Goldie: Buildings and grounds.

Mr. Burton: That [Is a Job that the asslstant principal and
I do together. He meets with the Janlitorlial staff
perlodically and I mlght meet wlith them once cor twlce a year
but we have a good Jjanitorlal staff and our bulldinags and
grounds are well kept.

Goldle: Communlty relatlions.

Mr. Burton: That 1= a team effort that every staff member
and student shares [n but, I am the head cheerleader for
North Edgecombe High School and I do take the school to the
community. I visit the churches that my students go to and
each time I vislt a place I always ask for a few mlnutes so
that I can talk about North Edgecombe Hligh School and the
students and ask them for thelr support.

Goldie: And you do get support. Do vou have an active PTA?

Mc. Burton: Yes, we get a lot of support, and we have a
great PTA.

Goldle: How much adminlstratlve power or control do you
have over your school slite and your responsiblllitles?

Mr. Burton: We have board pollcles that we have to adhere
to, but other than that I have total control.

Goldle: How dld the desegregation of schools affect your
role as a princlipal?

Mc. Burton: I don’ft know.

Goldle: You don‘t thlnk that the desegregatlon of schools
has anvything to do with where you are rlight now?

Mc. Burton: I‘m not sure because I think had it stll]l been

segregated--well, ves, I would say ves because it would have
had a black principal already If |t was segregated. So yes,
I guess 1t has played a part In me moving around.
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Goldle: But |f we had been segregated, you would have been
a principal. But the move took to thls area because of the
gltuatlion that was caused by desegregatlion all these black

folks belng there and white folk not knowlng how to handle

these problems |3 the reason why you are here.

Goldle: Do you know whlch year your school was desegregated
at North Edgecombe?

Mr. Burton: 1 sure don‘t.

Goldle: Do you find any difference In the way you have to
supervise the white teachers from the black teachers?

Mr. Burton: HNo, what is good for one Is good for the other.
I“'m very outspoken and I tell vou what I want yvou to do,
ane-on-one and ln staff meetlngs, and I expect It to be
done ,

Goldle: 1 have one prlnclpal to tell me that he had a
problem wlth the blacks thinklng that he was playling
favorltes with the whites. He =ald he had problem=s getting
the black teachers to volunteer and lead any of the groups
and clubs and then when he had to assign It to whites they
would say that he was catering to them. Dlid you not have
that problem?

Mr. Burton: No, because I don‘t play favorltes., My
favorltes are those staff members commltted to guallty
nstruction.

Goldle: So you are Just falr all the way around.

Mr. Burton: Oh ves, oh ves. I shoot stralght from the hlp
and rlaht across the board.

Goldle: Do you enjoy your Jjob and why?

Mr. Burton: Sure, I love my Job because I love the young
people that I work with and I love my staff. It Ils a Joy
for me to go to work everyday.

Goldle: 0Oh good. What do you conslder the major problem of
vour prilnclpalshlp?

Mr. Burton: Flinance. If fundlng were greater, we could
move mountalns.

Goldle: What do you conslider the most rewardling thing about
your prlnclpalship?

Mr. Burton: To see, as my senlors graduate, that they are
now Interested In furtherling thelr educatlon.
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Goldle: HNow with the decllnlng number and the small number
of black hlagh school princlpals In the state, 1f vou knew of
any young black educator that was asplring to be a princlipal
of a hlgh school In North Carollina, what advice would you
glve?

Mr. Burton: 1 would have to say to them that they are golng
to have to be flexlble, tough-sklnned, roll wlth the punches
and whatever you say, stleck to 1t. If you make them, In
maklng all of the declslons that you have to make, [f you
make a declslon, stlek to lt. You are golng to be the
person who l2 golng to have to answer to any declislon that
you make =0 you make them and don‘t let anybody make them
for vou. In maklng a lot of declslons yvou are not always
golng to make good ones so when you make a bad one,
apologlze for that one, chalk it up and keep rlight on maklng
declslons. You are golng to have to know your job and do
your Jjob. Get a good education, get some teaching
experlence, and most Ilmportant you must care about people.

Goldie: Would you say that a black person needs a sponsor
of the other race to say that they can do |t before they can
recelve the promotlon.

Mr. Burton: I would hope not, but you do need an effectlive
track record.

Goldie: Have you found that to be the case?

Mr. Burton: Yes, In some cases but I would hope not. A
prime example |s Dr. Dudley Flood’s recommendatlion to

Mc. Hall. Dr. Flood I3 not whlte; he |3 a respected
educator. But I know what I can do and I“1] tell yvou what I
can do. I will also tell you what I am not golng to do. I

would hope that s not the case but yes, 1 guess that s it.
Goldle: Any words of wlsdom that you‘d like to give.

Mr. Burton: We need some black role models. We need hlacks
In leadershlp positions and especlally at all levels of
educatlon--elementary, middle and high school--because
eventually blacks are golng to think that they cannot be a
hlgh school principal so why try. So we need to contlnue to
encourage and flnd students who are good leaders and make
sure that they will go Into the leadership roles.

Goldle: Do vou think that because we do not have black role
models at the hlgh school level that thls has caused the
gecline. You sald that vyou didn’t have any students who
were golng on to four-year colleges the yvears just before
you came. Do vou think it may be attributed to the fact

that they were not steered In the rlght direction by the
counselors.
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Mr. Burton: The whlte counselor became the drop-out
counselar and I hilred a black counselor.

Goldle: That has been a help slnce you have a majorlty of
black students golng to the unlverslitles.

Mr. Burton: I was told by both white and black staff
members when I came here that they thought that the whlte
counselors were telllng them to go to service or go to
communlty college and they were not encouranged to go to
cal lege .

Goldie: Do you thilnk that a black high school principal has
to be actlive In recrultlng of black teachers.

Mr. Burton: Sure, !f not vou won’t get them.

Goldie: Se that is why you were so glad now that you have
the chance to go out.

Goldle: 1 really appreclate thls Interview and 1 know
someone ls walting for you rlight now. You are a busy person
and I appreclate you taklng the tlme today on this hol lday
to share wlth me and when I flinlsh with the research and
doctorate I will get |t back to you. Thank you very much.

Mr. Burton: QOkay. Thank you.
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