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Preface 
This report provides ftndlnp frorn a study titled "How Are School Districts Responding 

to Charter Laws and Charter Schools?" This re&earth aimed to identify: (1) the impact of 
charter schools on school districts; (2) the ways school districts had responded; and 
(3) whether districts had experienced systemic change as a re•ult of charter laws and the 
opening of charter schools. 

The study was condueted in 1997, 1bi: years into the nation's experiment 'With charter 
schools. It focused on eight states and the District of Columbia and included case studies 
of 25 school districts affected by charter schools. This research was funded by The Saint Paul 
Foundation and was hosted by Polley Analysis for California Education (PACE), an indepen. 
dent research unit of the University of California at Berkeley. The study's invest111ator was 
Eric Rofes. 

Highlights 

Overview 

• This study is the first published empirical research aimed at documenting the effects of 
charter school laWI and the opening of chaner schools on public school districts, The 
overall effects are a resuh of complex interactions between the Impact of charter laws 
and chaner schools on a district and the responses by that districL The study's goal 
was to examine the impact, analyze ways in which school districts were responding or 
not responding, and assess the overall effects of thl.s new reform initiative. 

Charter lmpact 

• This study revealed che following p!ry impacts:~e loss of students and often an 
accompanying lou of iing; CZ) e loss of a )?rticular kind of studenr to niche-
f cused chaner tschools the d anure of tsignificant numbers of disBNDtled parents; 
(4 hifts in staff morale; rbe rediatribution of same central offtce administrators' 
f e and increased chall ges predicting student enrollment and planning grade-level 
placement. 

• Of the 25 caae-srudy districts in thls research study, almost half (12 or 48%) had experi­
enced either mong (five or 20%) or moderate (seven or 289ft) impact from charter schools 
and slightly more than half (13 or 521J!i) bad espertenced either no impact (nine or 3691.) 
or mild impact (four or 16C!L). Large urban districts bad experienced significantly leu 
impact from charters than rural. suburban, and smaJl urban districcs. 
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Di6tricr Re6pon6e 

• Typically, school districts had not responded with swlft, dramatic Improvements at the 
time of tb1s study. The majority of districts had gone about busineu·as·wual and 
responded to charters slowly and in small waya. Almost one quarter of the districts 
studied C244Jfi) bad responded energetically to the advent of charters and significantly 
altered their educational prognuns. 

• Charter laws and charter schools stimulated certain kinds of changes and bring about 
certain kinds of effects and not others in uaditional public schools and school districts. 
Several moderate· and high-response districts had made changes in their educational 
offerings as a :resu1t of charters. 

• Certain innovations hypothesized by the study's lnveatigator had rarely occuned: few 
superintendents. principala, and teachers in diaaict schools were thinking of charter 
schools as educational laboratories or were attempting to transfer pedagogical innova­
tions from charters to the district schools; districts were still building large school facil· 
ities and were rarely creating smaller schools: the large urban districts studied rarely 
had responded in meaningful ways to chaner laws and charter schools. 

Analy6i6 

• The districts in this study which had experienced high levels of impact usually exhibited 
responaes to charters, though not necessarily at a high level; districts which had experi· 
enced low levels of impact generally exhibited low levels of raponse or no response at all. 

• Oiscricta which exhibited the greatett response to charters had not necessarily experienced 
high levels of impact; other factors appeared to account for the response. Districts 
which exhibited the lowesr response to charters generally had experienced no, low. or 
moderate Impact. 

• A variety of factors other man the nature and degree of impact seemed to contribute to 
school district response to charters, including the overall ecology of school choice in the 
district, student perl'onnance, a critical mus of chartets in the area, community aware­
ness of charters, and district leadership. 

• Charter laws and charter schools may have contdbuted to statewide reform effons that had 
no formal connection to charters, such as new· systema of school accountability, drives for 
site·based management, and changes in school financing practices. 

BackQround 
From 1991through1997, 29 atatea and the District of Columbia approved legislation that 

allows for the fonnation of charter schools. Charter laws varj &om state to state and charter 
schools vary widely even within states. Essentially charten are schools formed by parents, 
teachers, and/or community members who collaboratively determine the school's structure, 
mission, and curricular focus. Depending on the state law, they are granted a chaner by local 
school districts, state or county boards of education, public universities, or other official bodies 
deemed appropriate as charter sponsors. Charter laws essentially allow entitles othet'than 
the school distttct to start and operate a public school. nus usually occ:urs with approval of 
the local school board but half the states with charter laws also allow some other public body 
co sponsor charters. 

Charter schools are provided with public financing, are usually freed from many state 
and district laws and regulations, and are governed by the terms and conditions set forth in 
their charter. In exchange for freedom from many formal regulations, the charter generally 
commits the school to speclftc student outcomes and various other objectives. The sctiool is 
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granted a charter for a speclfic term-often five years-and may apply for renewal, at which 
point the chartering pody assesses the school's success in meeting its objectives. 

Advocates have argued that charter schools will Improve public education in the United 
States ln a variety of ways: (1) by providing quality educational programs and improved 
academic achievement for the students in the charter school; (2) by offering families the 
opponunity to exercise educational choice within public education; (3) by generating inno­
vative pedagogical methods which district schools may then adopt: (4) by providing district 
school boards with an opportunity 10 create new and different schools; (5) by creating incen· 
tives for district boards to improve their schools and school districts. 

Since 1993, a variety of research efforts have been directed towards charter laws and 
charter &c:hools. Almost all of these studies have focused on the charter school: investigating 
school characteristics, student populations, student achievement, and organizational dynam­
ics.1 Peihaps because the initiative has been in a start-up phase, only a few researchers have 
examined emerging relationships between charter schools and other public schools or the 
dynamics created within school districts once chlrten have been proposed or developed in 
thearea.2 

Research Questions and Approach 

This study focused entirely on ways charter schools and the development of charter legis· 
lation may have affected neighboring school distrlcis and addressed the following queations: 

• Are chartei ,chools having an impact on public sc:hool dlstricta? lf so, what kinds of impacts 
are occurring ln school districts and at what level of intensity are these impacts being 
experienced? How are these impacts affecting the climates and cultures of nearby 
schools and school districts? How are they affecting the communities in which charters 
are situatedl 

• What have districts done differently from what they would have had chaner schools not 
entered the picture? What has changed in their delivery of educational services1 

• What factors spur traditional public schools and school districts to respond to chaner laws 
and charter schools in wa}'l that bring about improved educational opportunities for 
students who are not attending chaner schools? If the effect of charter Jaws is to cause 
innovation, through what mechanisms does this occuz:1 

To answer these questions, this 111rudy examined the ways school districts have experi· 
enced and responded to the development of charter laws and charter schools. The study 
focused on 25 school districts in eight states <Arizona, CaJifomia. Colondo, Georgia, 
Massachusetts, ).{ichipn, Minnesota, Wisconsin) and the District of Columbia. States were 
selected that had at leut two years experience with charter schoola. An attempt was made to 
include states with restrictive laws which generally allow only 1chool disr:ricts to serve as the 
charter's sponsor CcalJfomia. Georgia. WJsconsin) as well as non·restrictive laws which provide 
for more than one chanerlng authority (Ariulna, Colorado, Maasachuseas, Michigan, Minne­
sota, and the District of Columbia). The study deliberately included a random mix of urban, 
l'llllll, and suburban districts l.n which charter schools were situated. 

Over 200 interviews were conducted for this study, primarily with district superintendents 
and central office administrators, principals and teachers in traditional public schools, and 
charter school administrators• fowid.era. and advocates. People with national And stateWlde 
perspectives, including representatives of unions and school employee associations, public 
offklals, directOrs of chanez: school resource centers, journalists, and public policy analysts, 
were also interviewed. Face-to-face intervi~s were held with over 75% of the informants in 
this study; the remaining intemews occurred during telephone convenations and through 
correspondenca by letter and. e-mail. A range of documents from school dlsaicts, ind.Mdual 
charter and traditional public schools, lotal communities, and state depanments of educa­
tion were collected and analyzed as well as an extensive collection of newspaper articles • 
focused on charter schools. 
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This'scudy focused on the interaction 
b~tween school districts and charter 
schools and eam.ined the impQct of 
cha~rs on school districts, the re6pcn6H 
of school districts to charter laws and 
charter schools, and the overaLL etteC!t6 or 
repvcU66iCi116 of charter school laws on 
school districts. The primary unit of 
anllygi$ was the school district becauae 
it is the di&tricc that almost always has 
the power to determine whether or not 
changes occur in its schools. The pur· 
pose- of the study was to advance under­
standing of how districts have been 
affected by and reaponded to this initia· 
tive. This study did not choose the char· 
ter .school as the unit of analysis and did 
not examine the impact of school dis­
tritts on r;harters and the responses of 
chatters to school district action. These 
tOpics; ho~er wonhy of examination, 
were outside the purview of this 
narrowly focused research effort. 

. A number of issues emerged during 
this proj~ct that bear on the study'& flnd­
inp. First, it was not unusual for differ­
ent Informants to provide dillerent ex· 
planation& for how speciAc changes or 
educational innovations came to be. 
Educational change is multi-factorial 
and emerges out of a rich social, cultural, 
and political context. No attempt was 
made ro prove causation in mis study; 
thus, specific innovations are linked to 
chaners'm·thls repon only when district 
officials or school personnel from tradi­
tioiial public schools explicitly aclmawl· 
edged the linkage. Furthermore, the 
various impacts of charter schools on 
school diatricta during these early years 
of.this reform initiative often elicited 
str~~g reactions and polarized debates. 
Throughoµt this report, quotation& from 
intervtews serve to exemplify key per­
spective.• raised by several informants. 
The quotations were selected because 
they anlculate an important and 
conunon viewpoint ln a succinct and 
powerful manner. 

· Second, this research observed 
po~cy ~ffects at a fairly early stage in the 
dynamics which charter laws and charter 
sch11ols niay generate. The fl.eldwork for 
thl.s sw.dy was conducted during 1997 
and the first few months of 1998 and the 
findings reflect the status of district 

responaes at thi6 partiC!ular rime. While 
the eight states studied and the District 
of Columbia have distinct charter school 
laws. during me ume period of this study 
changer; occurred regularly which affected 
the research findings. Since the period 
studied, additional states have been con­
sidering and approving chaner legislation. 
States with laws have been changing 
them in various ways. Charter impacts 
and district responses vary not only 
geographically but also over time. This 
study examined one particular cross· 
section of tlme in a frequently shifting 
and evolving process. 

Third, the states and school districts 
in this study frequently offered a variety 
of programs involving public school 
choice (lntra-dismct and inter-district 
enrollment, post-secondary options, 
magnet schools, vouchers, and others), 
In districts wtth a rich menu of public 
school-choice options. informanu were 
asked co distinguish which sh1fta or in· 
novattons were triggered or influenced 
primarily by charters. Nevertheless. it 
was often difficult to untangle the differ­
ing options and attribute specific changes 
in public education solely to charter 
schools, the focus of this smdy. 

Fourth, this swdy focused on only 
25 school di.saic::ts. While the investigator 
hoped a random selection of 25 school 
districts would prow repiesentative of 
the range of effects emersmg out of this 
initiative, the size of the sample meant 
that, in any single state, only a few 
disaicts affected by chartecs were studied. 
Hence this report is limited in its scope. 
Interviews with individuals with state­
wide perspectives "Were included in an 
attempt to broaden the scudy's frame 
of roferenco and distinguish between 
dynamics that were typical and those 
that were highly unusual. While media 
and policy·oriented discourses about 
chaner schools frequendy seize on 
ememe examples or exceptional cases 
of individual charter schools "destroying" 
or "single·handedlyreviving" public 
education, such a focus was not the 
intent of this study. The aim of this 
research project was to determine what 
typicallY. had been experienced by dis· 
tricts following the appearance of charter 
laws and the opening of charter schools. 

P.5 

What impact are charters 
havinq on school districts? 

flnd&nJ 'r: The impact of charters on 
school districts was manifested in five 
primary ways: (a) the loss of students 
and often an accompanying loss of 
financing; (b) the loss of a particular 
kind of student to niche-focused chartei 
schools; (c) the depanure of significant 
numbers of disgruntled parents; Cd) shifts 
in staff morale; (e) the redistribution of 
some central office administraton' time 
and increased cballengt!s predicting 
student enrollment and planning ivade­
level placement. 

(a) Lo66 o~ Student6 and Financing 

A signi&ant munber of ·school 
districts had lost financing as students 
opted to attend charter schools. Many 
of the superintendents, principals and 
teachers interviewed in this study were 
confused, misinformed, or uninformed 
about whether their schools had lost 
financing or how much ftnancing had 
been lost to charters. 

Shifts in financing are at the core of 
many of the most contentious debates 
about charter schools and, in every state 
studied, viewpoints differed-often dra­
matkally-about fiscal changes occurting 
due to charters. The limited nature of 
this research project did not allow for 
the kinds of analysis that would have 
determined actual dollars redistributed 
due to charters or resolve opposing 
viewpoints about the shift of financing 
from traditional public schools to char­
ters. The disparate formulas utlllzed 
state by state in financing publi' schools 
make studying the finances surrounding 
chaner school initiatives extremely chal­
lenging. Other researchen are studying 
the complicated paths offtnancing char­
ter schools and their findings will greatly 
inform our understandings of the effects 
charters are having on school districts. . 

This study examined pm:eptioru of 
financing srufts experienced by individual 
public schools and school districts. Tran·· 
scripts of the lnterViews and an e.xamill~ 
ation of disuic::t documents revealed that 
fourteen of the districts in this study 
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showed no significant signs of having lost financing to charter schools. These disuicts experi· 
enced no Hfelt-loss" in financing. In 11 districts, some financing was lost and in five of these 
districts, administrative personnel asserted their district had experienced significant losses in 
financing. This suggests that, at the point In the development of this reform initiative during 
which the study took. place, such examples may be the exception rather than the rule. 

One of the most interesting findings. however, was that school financing is so complicated 
that often high-level public school officials, including principals and superintendents, did not 
have a grasp on how charters had been affecting their fiscal resources. One Minnesota district's 
superintendent insisted they had experienced a financial loas but was unable to cite program. 
personnel, or other cuts caused by the loss. In one Colorado district, the superintendent assened 
that financing had been lost at the middle school level, but neither the middle school principal 
nor a middle school reacher IntelViewed believed the school had lost financing. 

In on~ Massa.chusetu district, the principal and teacher interviewed insisted financing 
had been lose to charters and identified programs that had suffered or been cut. The charter 
school director cited a figure for how much money had been lost by the local public school 
district. Yet the superintendent insisted no financing had been lost and that the state had 
fully reimbursed his district for the allocations that had been directed to the charter school. 
When asked to explain why, if financing had not been lost, staff in the district thought it had, 
the superintendent replied: 

I'd 6U!SHr rhar perhapA t;pic:ally the lesialature'6 aound a way ro lsc11e The exrreme rhetoric 
h.angtns out there and crsate a realil)' thar'6 almo6t 180 desreea rl'ls orher way. Becau6e. in 
taeT. we haven't loar a nlcllel. The Le9i•larur1 ha• ;ound lllCl,Y6 to •upJJlemenr ou.r 6Tare aid .... 
I !IT paid To underatand the nuanc:e6 oa nor on(y public poLiey but in6titutional culn.tre. When.-
1wr r'ue mer wifh rfte aehool'e taculry, rve certain(.y besn nnzigllf#onuard in an,y commente about 
rhe el!arter 1ichool. bur 1 haue al6o been wiflin5 to empllaaize thoH a6pecr6 Thar help create a 
CLllT\lre 08 pride fhaf 1110.6 lacking jilJe year6 a90 .. . /J thar mean& fhQf \lie do 60me tub thumping 
wirhour e:c~gerartng or diatortins. but aimpty exptolr the comperiri11e inrenri.On o; the legi6-
lanan In creating charter 6ehoola. well ao be it. 

Some districts lost students and financing to chaner schools but did not experience a 
"felt-loss" because departing students were replaced by incoming students who were part of 
a rapidly growing school-age population. For instance. Denver lost some financing to charters 
but 'this was more than compensated for by a rising student population in the area. Queen 
Creek. Arizona. a rural district eaat of Phoenix which was rapldly being convened ta suburban 
statu&, lost students and financing as students left for a local charter, but this loss was balanced 
by an influx of an equal nwnber of srudents whose families had recendy settled in the area. 

Districts that had experienced a •felt· loss" in financing due to charters had coped In a 
variety of ways. Holland, Michigan. lost over $1 million and put off capital purchases and 
Improvements but did not fire any staff members or eliminate positions. The loss here was 
felt most acutely in terms of tidiness and the condition of the buildings and grounds. Grand 
Rapids, Michigan, lost about $12 million of their $190 million budget and the district subse­
quently consideied a bond issue to Improve that district's lnftutructwe. Mesa, Arizona, the 
largest district in that state, lost approximately 2,000 students to chuters from the 70,000 ln 
their school district, that resulted in a loss of between SS and $6 million out of a noncapltal 
budget of about $240 million. The district's finance director explained, 

Our dinricr 16 ont where 'Ille atat• our achool6 baaed upon a 80l'1Tlula 111/tich i6 determined by 
the numbe" ot 6tudmt6. So. in e66ence. we're al6o 6tatttng tar 2. ooo ~ewer atudenf6. 60 it'6 
nor like we 106f 85 to 66 million In re11t1nue and we haven't I06f an,y ezpe7161l along wlrh it. 
We II.ave lo4r aome ltxr>ert.ie/. 

The "felt-losa" was often greatest in small and rural districts that may have had difficulty 
maincainlng the basic infrastructure of the district if a significant porUon of students encered 
local charter schools. One comment which typified several informants' concerns was offered 
by a loader of a statewide association of school administraton. He explained the financing 
impact this way: · 
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The c1iUerential impacr o~ a charter 6ChooL o" a budget ob a 6mall di6rricr iA bar grearer rhan it 
16 in 60me oO the larser di6tr1Cf6. And iT ha.A the ner eetect where the charter 6Chool kid6 arid 
parentA trzli:r a111QJ1 more than their tair Aha.re rznd lea11e the re6t o• the kid& with le6a reAource6 
ro 6peru:! ... There'6 a b<l4ic in•ra6f!1iCNre rhatyou have ro maintain ro Aerue The balance co tile 
Id~. }1w bscauH 30 /cicl6 lea111 cloe•n't necll66ari() mean rllat you've !o6t a recicl'Ler. cloHn'r 
n.eceHarily melln that rhe coat o~ rhe building ia an,y leu or rhe co6t ob the uri!itiH i6 an,y le~6. 

Some principals and teachers expressed concerns that after the "count day, d the day in 
che school year when heads are counted and money ia allocated per pupil, disaffected students 
re.enrolled in the dii.trict from charter schools. Hence several charters received financing for 
students who were being served in the district school.5. Likewise, some charter school admin­
istrators felt that they were required to educate without financing students flowing into chaners 
after "count day." While these matters appeared to be of critical importance in a few circum­
stances where signlftcant numbers of students were involved, such concerns were not wide­
spread and rarely were expressed when only a few students were transferred after count day. 

(b) LoM o~ Particular Klnd6 o~ Srudent6 

Staff members in more than one-third (38%) of the public school districts studied expressed 
concerns about losing particular kinds of students to charter schools. Because charter schools 
are diverse and aim to serve various kinds of srudencs, there was little uniformity in responses 
on this ropic. Concerns clustered In several different areas: 

Do niche schools lead to seg_re111tion? Several participants ln this srudy expressed concern that 
chaners focused on a particular kind of student (for example, African-Americans, deaf 
students. or schools for "at-risk" children) would increa&e segregation and leave the district 
schools with a less diverse student population. 

Are charter schools attracting the smarter students and more ac1demlcally•enqa9ed parents? 
Whlle studies have shown that most charters do not "cream" and that charters draw 
students with a wide range of academic abilities,) several people interviewed from tradi­
tional public schools expressed anxiety about chaners becoming elite institutions. One 
superintendent said, "We are losing che parents who are really interested in teaching 
and learning. n 

Are charter schools becomintJ "d11mpinq orOYnds" for st11dents the traditional public schools do 
not want to serve? It ls dlfftcult to understand how this fear arose in some of the same 
districts where concerns were expressed about charters attracting smaner students. If 
charter schools in the area served "at·riskn students or students wtth a history of disci­
plinary problema, a few informants expresaed concerns chat personnel in traditional 
public schools might have counseled this population into the charter schools. 

While many subjecrs interviewed were aware of studies that show charters serving large 
numbers of students of color and poor/low-income students, several expressed concern thac 
charters may be increasing the segregation of particular kinds of students.• 

(c) The Departure o& Di.dgruntled Parente, 

One unexpected finding of this research was that both school disttict employees and 
charter school leaders were aware that charters often attract families with a long history of 
complaints against the local school district and students who have had disciplinary problems 
in the traditional public schools. A superintendent from Massachusetts put lt this way; 

Ler me overseneraltze 9ro66ly ... there'6 probabl,y a quarter ot your pa.rentA who a.re act!uet,y 
plea.ied with Cl 6Chool 6J16tem. Cl quarrer who gripe. and soi in the middle 111no are ju6t compla­
cent. they'll take whatever you giue them. There'& no quearion that the creation oO the charrtr 
.r.chool 6kimmed otb rne loude.r.t ob our grlperA. and gai:e u.i a relative breathing Apace to· begin 
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ro r1.1rn one ot our t.ehool.i around. l mean I've joked on oeca6ion rhar ir'~ like turning an oil 
rartker around in a 6mall l\arbor-rherlf6 nor a lor o; 6paee ro do if and rhe t.hip'6 nor rerribly 
maneu1.1e1"11ble. lt rhey'd been part ot me mix ar ttle 6ame rime. if would have been more dit~ieult. 

A former school board member in Arizona described one district's response to the 
formation of the chaner: 

The dit.rricr waa !lad-or Che bureaucracy ot rhe ciidrric:r 111aa glad. I 6hould aay-ro aee rheae 
gtzy6 were ah.uttHn.5 ott ro BuHalo an.d leavil'tg rhem alone. And I've heard that echoed by a 
number Of achoo! board membera. Ir gert. rid o& our malconrenr~. Ler rhem go ger charter6. 
Who care6? They're our ot our &ace. and we can work at build.Ing our commu11iry achoola and 
educating rile 98:1' of rhe lcid6 rhar atilt want to be there. 

An advocate for charter schools in Colorado believed some districts support charters be­
cause disgruntled families leave: 

Thi& L.i takins ca.re ob rhoH pain·in•rl\e·466 parenrt. or that pain-in-tlle-a66 part o~ our dlt.trict. 
or thoae art.i)I parenra rl1ar 111e'11e been hearing ~rom tor tibteen ;yeani now. Now they're h.appy 
beaau6e rhey've !Ot their 4chool. 

It should surprise no one that many of the disgruntled families quicldy became disillu· 
sioned with the charter school and returned to the traditional public school district. One 
Massachusetts superintendent reponed that, by the chaner's chird year, most of its founders. 
who .had previously been quite crttical of the district middle school, had returned their children 
to the di.strict schools. While one Colorado principal experienced the "return gripers" as leas 
vocal and agitated than previously, other principals and teachers saw them as juat as vocal in 
their complaints as they had been before they left for the charter school. One chatter school 
founder observed, "You get five or six charter schools where these disgruntled parents are happy 
and then the overall school district isn't under attack. District personnel see it as a way to get 
some steam out of the system." He believed an exodus of gripers into charter schools ulti· 
mately mighr prove detrimental to traditional public schools because they will have lost a key 
constiruency agitating for school improvement. 

Thus both charter schools and traditional public: schools may become trapped in a dy­
namic: whereby disgruntled parents, a diverse and influential group, may shuttle back and 
forth betWaen the chaner and the district school. Dlmicu may find themselves losing articulate 
voices which kept school personnel alert and responsive and charters may become over­
whelmed by the agitation stirred up by these families. While this dynamic rarely finds its way 
into discussions of charter/district relations, it hu emerged from this study as a significant 
area of impact. 

(d) Srat; MoraLe 

The formation of charter schools often had a significant impact on the morale of teachers 
and other personnel in local school districts. Some teachen in traditional public schools who 
were intervie,wed for this study acknowledged feeling algniftcant added pressure to produce 
strong educational results. Accompanying this pressure ln many cases were pronounced 
changes in morale among school district personnel. Informants from more than a quarter of 
the districts studled mentioned that the opening of charter schools in a local area was perceived 
by teachers and other school personnel as "a slap in the face" or a commentary on their fail­
inp. Charters had an impact on the pride people felt in their work. 

One Minnesota teacher explained that the formation of a charter near her school, was 
one of the many factors that has added pressure to the job: "Teaching has become Increasingly 
stressful. Pan of it is because I think chere are many educators in this building that feel like 
we want to do a good job, we've tried to do a good job, and we interpret the charter school 
as 'You weren't doing a good job, therefore we had to found a new school.' There are increas· 
ing pressures.· 

An educator and union leader in Colorado spoke of the "affective impacr" of the charter 
debates: 
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Pu.'b/ic 6chool teacher6 haue been attacked 60 much in rhe pa6r ren year,. and 60 when rllere ·, 
rhi6 clemenr our rhere o• "We might rak:e ouer your 6chool... .. rhere'a rhar aUecr111e Impact ... 
Teacher6 6ir hoclc and 60..), "/ hayen't had rhe money l'ue got too many apecial ed. kilU. I have 
roo man,,y uvere need' lddli. I don't have tezrbook.i. I don't h.ave rime. And you're relling rne l 
cton't cto a good job and _you're gonna talcs my ta~ ctoltara cind pvt Them 6omsplacs el61l and do 
a berter job?'' 

A central administrator in the Grand Rapids, Michigan, public schools noticed shifts in 
educators' morale dwing the process of approving and opening a nearby charter school: 

Then!'6 detinirely a p6ychol05ical ebbect. Ir'' a mOTaLe iHue in tenna o& th.e 6ta&&. At bir6f fhey 
have 6ome initial tear. 16 Tiie 9ouemmenr our to d.e6trO.)' public 6chool6? Then tttere'd an urgency. 
people recognizing we're in a comperitlve market. When you. uldlt a 6tatt room in a building 
locared nl!1ar a charrer 6ChooL you Hnde an Immediate chanS'e In p6,)'cholo!)': no111 we're in compe­
tition w1rlt rne charter. We have to mari:et our 6choolti. 

Sometimes educators experienced the arrival of chaners as a powerful statement, not 
about their own performance, but about the pedormance of a district with which they have 
long felt frustrated. One principal in Arizona commented, 

The perception on the part oo man,y teach.er6-it 111ould be hard ro apeoJ: tor all ot r1tem-i6 rhar 
it'6 not a 6lap again6t them.. ir'a a alop agaimr the 6yarem. and the 6.)'6tem ctoun ·r work ;or 
th.em either. 

A few of me ttaditional school personnel interYiewed spoke of improved levels of morale 
within their schools once staff members realized that their offerings equaled or exceeded the 
offerings of the charter school. One Masaachusea:s principal spoke of initially feeling that the 
chaner was a comment on her ability to create a safe and educationally-challenging organi­
zation. Once students began returning to her school from the charter, she felt "aflinned." as if 
the entire chartering process had proven the value of her school in the public arena and en­
hanced her district's collective pride. 

Staff morale ~ a key area which districts might monitor closely during the period following 
the opening of nearby chaner schools. Whether personnel working w:ithin traditional public 
schools underatand the chaner as a harsh statement judging their work or a& an affirming sign 
from the many families who condnue to enroll thelr children tn the dlsulct school, district 
administrators and school principals should antf.clpate and plan for shifts in morale as charters 
gain momentum. 

(e) Recti6tribution oO ActminL6trative Time 

Chaners have preaented challenges to adminisuacive planning in local school districts 
and placed additional demands on central office personnel. reaulting in a redi&tribution of time 
for some central office administraton, particularly in states where charter school financing and 
administrative record-keeping have been funneled through the district. 

Many charter school advocates aeemed unaware of ways the administrative energles of 
district personnel had been consumed by chaners. Charter school staff members frequently 
believed that the introduction of public school choice through charters did little to impact thf 
administrative management of a district. While tb.ia tended to be true for states where chat­
ters were constituted as separate legal entities and were fiscally and administratively indepen­
dent of the district, in other circumstances planning and time allocation had been affected 
bychaners. 

Educators from public school districts generally agreed on the range of planning issues 
that had been complicated by public school choice and charters. Many informants discussed 
difficulties dealing with returnees to the district. Here the issues ranged from the match be· 
tween the knowledge-level expected by the traditional public school and that of the charter 
school. whir:h made Fade· placement dtffi.cult; to teacher allocation processes that were expect­
ed to proceed without specific information on how many students at each grade level would 
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be attending charters; to planning for the appropriate number of books or musical inscrumencs 
without knowing how many students would be in the district school. 

District personnel wer~ not always clear what grade placements they should assign charter 
school students reruming to the district schools. Lansing, Michigan, administrator& had exper· 
ienced difticulty predicting student enrollment. Pinancial managers in the Mesa, Arizona. 
schools discussed difficulty planning a budget and estimating numbers: 

Cho.rter6 make planning harder. Hl6torically. we alway' had. prob/erTU. becauu you never know 
lto111 man,y people moued in exacrl;y dMring rhe 6ummer. how man.y moved. our. how many wenr 
ro priuare 6chool6. how many decided ro go to home 6chooling. So .)OU a.IWQ,)6 were e6t!matlns 
and 6omerlml6 gueHing exactly 111110.r it 111a6 going robe. Cnarter 6chool& ju6t malce that ebti­
marlng and guHains a llrrle 11an1er becauH you have anor'1er variable you have ro plan on. 

Similar sentiments were echoed by district personnel In Groton-Dunstable, Massachusetts. 
A tradJtional publlc school in Madison. Wisconsin, was inundated with students leaving the 
charter school well after the school year had staned and had to suuggle with issues of teacher 
alloc::ation, equipment needs, and different disciplinary standards between the charter and 
the uaditional public school. A Massachusetts chaner school principal discussed problems 
trying to place children in the tradidonal high school& in their area without .knowing the match 
between the schools' curricula. Traditional public school personnel in almost all of the states 
studied indicated that they found themselves dealing with placement problems related to 
students retumb1g to the disaict after a year or two in a chaner school. 

School district central office personnel gave varying answers when asked how much time 
charter schools took up in their work week. Generally, districts that had approved charters and 
served as the administrative and financing conduit for chaner schools spent more time on 
charter business than wstricts located in states where most of the chanering went on through 
non-district bodies. Most personnel agreed that the bulk of time spent on chaners occwred 
during the start-up phase and, once a district had created new systems for the charten, much 
less energy needed to be directed towards them. Districts seemed to spend time mostly on the 
application and approval process for chartering, participating in legislative lobbying related 
to charters, and in helping chanen meet weir obligation to serving special education students. 

Several admlnlatrators in public school districts complained of the time lost to charters, 
particularly when charters were located in their districts but were chartered by an outside body. 
Two ad.miniauaton expressed concern that when a chaner school experiences organizational 
crisis, local district personnel ofren have to deal with the fall-out: students exiting the charters 
and returning to the distrlct schools, public relations management, and crisis inter1ention. One 
district superintendent's staff consiltently fielded phone calls complaining about the behavior 
of charter &dlool students and the appearance of the building and grounds of the chaner school 
even though the chatter operated independently of her district's authority. 

Ftnd&ng '2: Of the 25 case-study distiicts in thi.s research study, almost half (12 or 48911) ex­
perienced either strong (five or 201JL) or moderate (seven or 2891i) Impact from chaner schools 
and slightly more than half (13 or 52'Jfi) experienced either no Impact (nine or 38%) or mild 
impact (four or l69L). Within a single state, the type and level of impact varied widely from 
school district to school district and often districts studied within a single state exhibited dra­
matically different types and levels of impact. 

A key finding that emerged from this reaearch i& that most of the districts did nor show 
signs of strong material impact from the arrival of charter schools in their area. Of the 25 dis­
tricts studied, nine exhibited no impact. four showed mild impact, seven showed moderate 
impact and five districts exhibited strong impact. When superintendents. principals. and 
teachers were asked if their schools and school districts would be different were the charter 
school not 1n the picture, most indicated there would be no difference or there would be only 
minor differences. Leas than half the infonnants cited significant impact from charter schools. 

The impacts on districts were analyzed in this study and placed in four categories: no 
impact, mild impact, moderate impact, and suong impact. Districts which were categorized 
as exhibiting strong levels of impact had experienced lignificant "felt-loss" of students to char· 
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ter schools along with the "felt-loss" of significant financing. These districts also had exper· 
ienced at least two of the following four impacts: Joss of particular kinds of students, depar· 
ture of disgruntled parents. staff morale shifts. and the redistribution of administrative time. 
Districra which were categorized u experiencing moderate impact were characterized as hav 
Ing experienced a moderate loss of students and funding co charters and at least two of the fow 
impacts. Districts which were categoriied ~ experiencing no impact or a mild ilnpacr were 
characterized aa having experienced either no loss of students and funding to charters or very 
little loss, and may have experienced up to two of the four impacts. 

A variety of factors contributed to the limited impact of charters in some areas: some 
charters in their early years were not able to develop effective programs and experienced a 
prottacted period of internal turmoil; some of the districts studied were high-performing 
districts and the charters which fanned in their areas were small, alternative programs, attract­
ing primarily special education students; in at least one state, Georgia. chaners were seen as 
a way to improve an eldsting school but not as a way to influence the workings of the non­
cbarter public schools in the area. 

The Impact of charters on local school disuiets was determined In large part by the local 
conrext in which public education was being offered and the quantity, quality, and size of 
local charter schools. Thus attempts to generallu about an entire state are of limited value. 
Such efforts are complicated further by differences between the impllct of charters on rural. 
suburban, and urban schools, driven in large part by their different social, cultural, and eco· 
nomic characteristics. 

Finding 13: The impact of charter laws and charter schools on large urban disnicrs was less 
than on rural. suburban, and small urban diatrlcts. 

Small cities, suburbs, and rural areas such as Grand Rapids, Michigan; San Carlos, 
California; Queen Creek, Arizona; Adams County, Colorado; Holland. Michigan; LeSueur, 
Minnesota; and Lansing, Michigan had experienced significant impact from charter schools 
at the time of this study. Cities such as Minneapolia, San Diego, Atlanta, Tucson, Milwaukee, 
Washington, D.C. and Denver had not appear greatly affected by charter schools. 

The passage of charter legislation clearly spurred the Bo1ton Public Schools and the 
Boston Teachers Union to create that city's "pilot school" program. Despice the contentious 
discourse about chaner schools in Massachusetts, charters seemed to have had little impact 
on public schools in Boston that were not pilot schools. Tucaon's ftrsc charter schools had 
primarily served aa alternative programs for drop-outs and, while the district looked on them 
fa\'Orably, no major impact on the diatrict had been felt. While an assiatant to the superinten· 
dent in Minneapolis acknowledged the potential of the district to use chaners strategically in 
reforrn efforts, he assened that there "isn't anything different about any of the chanersu that 
would offer new knowledge to the district. The major contribution that he believed charters 
were mak1ng to his district involved assisting the district ln dealing with enrollment that was 
rising 1,000 studenrs each year: 

In a •enU'. tor u.6. rhe cha.rrer 6chool luu helped tn a ay•rem-wide 11iew ot beins able ro meet 
t1u1 edu.car!onal need.a ot ~am.llie6 ... We would've had ro build anorher .acltool... It junne'6 o~f 
&hldenr6 ... :aoo ld<M here. 200 ki.d• fhtre-!reu. · Becaiue thar'• huo more building• rltat we don't 
build ar rh~ point or ha.ve ro find. the land to de Lr ol'l. We'n building three more building6 in 
the ne.rt rwo year6. 

Several factors contributed to the limited impact felt in large urban centers: (1) most of 
the urban districts studied were experiencing increasing school-age populations; (2) most of 
chese large urban districts contained only a few charter schools; (3) charter schools had existed 
in chese districts for periods ranging from tw0 to five yelll!i and more time might be needed 
for urban disnicts to feel an impact from charters; {4) research suggests that reforming large 
urban districts is a great challenge compared with reforming smaller districts with less weighty 
bureaucratic structures;5 (S} several of these urban disaicts already had in place plans for school 
restructuring and educational reform and viewed charters as a distraction from their efforts. 

If advocates intend charter schools to spur significant reforms in school districts thai need 
to improve srudent achievement. they might develop specific mategie& for targeting large urban 
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school districts. State policymakers in Ulinois, Wisconsin, Ohio, and Missouri have crafted 
charter laws which strategically target low-performing urban centers. By targeting their reform 
effons on the districts which are most in need of improvement, these states may see dimtnished 
opposition to charter proposals. 

How are school districts respondlnQ to charter laws and charter schools? 

FindLng 14: Typically, school districu had not responded with swift. dramatic improvements, 
as of the time of th.is study. The majority of districts had gone about business-as-usual and 
responded to charters slowly and in small ways. Almost one quarter of the districts studied 
(24%) had responded energetically to the advent of charters and significantly altered their edu­
cational programs. 

School district responses analyzed In rhis study were placed into three general categories. 
Districts which exhibited high levels of response were categorized by 1ignificant changes in 
district educational programs, emulation of aspectS of the charter school model, and chartering 
of schools on the district's Initiative. Districts which exhibited moderate level1 of response 
were categorized by moderate, circumscribed changes in the district's educational programs. 
emulation of superficial aspects of the charter school model, and neutrality towards the char­
tering of di&trict schools. Districcs which exhlbited low levels of response were categorized by 
little or no program changes in response to charters, resistance to using any models piloted in 
charter schools, refuaal to support chaner applications, and effortl to eliminate the charter law. 

While categories of high, moderate, and low respon&iveness have been utiliud here, it is 
important to note that there may have been important reasons why some districts had made 
few program changes due to charters: some districts in this study had already offered excellent 
educational options before the arrival of charter schools; some charters had not been succeS&­
ful in creating models worthy of emulation and other charters replicated programs already 
offered by district &chools; some dlatricta opposed chaners, not because they resisted reform, 
but because they believed the state's financing arrangements for chaners were not fair; in 
some districts the impacts from charters had been negligible or at such a low level that they 
had not appeared likely to trigger significant response. 

Placing disutcm In these categories required extensive analysis of the di5trict's conteXt 
and actiVities In response to charters. For example, where does one place the Denver Public 
Schools, a district which, at the time of this study, only recently had initiated its own charter 
but for several years had opposed chartering schools and remained a large, urban district 
offering no other evidence of re1ponding to charters strategically? Denver was classified as 
exhibiting "low" responsiveness. Where does one place BostoP, a district which initiated a 
pilot school program Cits own in·discrlct charters) now comprising almost a doz.en schools, 
yet had not shown any other responses to charters? Boston was classified as exhibiting "mod­
erateu responsiveness. The Adams County School Disuict #12 in Colorado had chartered 
nwneroui schools as part of its broader refonn strategy, responded to parent requests for 
more back·to·basits programs, and created stronger thematic programs in its traditional 
schools. Adams County #12 was clusi1led as exhibllinl •hiBh" responstwness. In this study, 
six of the districts (249fi) were claaaified u "high" response districts, another six (249li) were 
claaalfied as "moderate" response districts, and 13 districts (52Cffi) were classified as "low" 
response districrs. 

The majority of districts in this study (13 out of 25 or 52.Cffi) fell into the low responsive­
ness cate1ory. Low responsiveness statuS does not Imply failure. The Stillwater Independent 
School District In Minnesota had not responded aggressively to charters betau.se they already 
had strong, succeasful reform programs in place in disttict schools and the charter school 
situated in their district had evolved into an altamatlve program for students who were not 
finding success in the traditional schools. Other districts in th.ls cate1ory, particularly large 
urban districts such as San Diego, Milwaukee, and Washington, D.C., might have benefited 
from the strategic use of chartering but had not done so at the time of this study. 

Six of the 25 districts (249') studied were categoriz.ed u disaicts of moderate response. This 
category includes Mesa. Arizona, a high-performing district which had experienced signift- . 
cant numbers of students opting out of district schools for charters. Mesa's moderate response 
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had included the opening of additional 
back·to-basic district schools and an 
llggressive public relations effort promot­
ing their schools. Likewise, Grand 
Rapids, M~c:higan, has been placed in this 
category as it had stepped up its public: 
relations work. opened an environmental 
~\lC&tion·focused school, and was plan­
ning additional thematic schools, partly 
in response to cbaners. 

Six of-the 25 dl.sUic:cs (24'ffi) had been 
· . classified as districts with high respon· 
· slveness to charters. These districts were 

Site&. vihm.e the charter school initiative 
had playod 1. major role in driving 
stepped-up refonn efforts. This category 
includes the Cartersville and Barrow 
County Schools in Georgia, San Carlo1, 
Calif'omla. and Adams County #12, 
Colorado, d.istrlcti where reform-minded 
supeiimendenrs have seized on the state's 
·charter Jaw and used lt u a key strategic: 
part of reform effons. It also includes 
the Nauset Regional School District in 
Masiac:husotts where the formation of a 
focal charter seived as a catalyat for im­
proving the district's middle school and 
Phoenix. Arizona. the only major city 
wbic:b offered evidence of sttong response 
to charter schools (see page 20). 

fhuttng 's: Several districts classl.fted 
as having low or moderate responstve­
nes~ had made a significant effort to 
Improve public relations and had begun 
to aggressively market their schools to 
the public. 

Informants in 19 of the ZS (76~) 
districts studied felt that the local media 
'hi.d given excessive attention and/ or un· 
crltiCaJ coverqe to charter schools. A 
number of chart.er school leaders c:orrob· 
orated this penpective. One state offi­
cial ii1 Mauachuaetts succinctly arti.cu• 
lated the feelings of many public school 
personnel: 

I underarand. the truatratlon . .You're 
worldng ha.rd a6 ct teacher. principal. 
or aupennrmdenr. teelin9 like you're 
finat(y gmlng 'ome rhinJ6 done and 
.d.oin! inren1atln9 rltlnga and. &or th.e 
lt~e o~ you. you can't get a good atory 
our ot the neW6pcip~ beca.wae they're 
alwaY6 writing about the chctrttr aehoot ... 
itoi~ Gome o; the 6tlme rtiing6 you 're 

doing, but ju6t getting alt the publicif) 
tor it. 1 think thGt'a the llHl.Y people 
in Boaton aometimea teel. Like "Jt I 6ee 
one more atoi:y about Cit) on ct Htll 
I'll 6cream." 

Some school disuic:ts had devoted 
additional resoUic:es ta marketing and 
advertising. Otllers had become more 
aggressive tn public relations and out· 
reach. Superintendents, other central 
om.c:e personnel. awl principals spoke fre­
quently of stepping up efforts to accom­
modate parents and being receptive to 
their concerns. Many acknowledged 
that public: school choice policies had 
made d.isbicts beef up their public rela­
tions effort!. Principals in ttaditional 
public schools in se\leral districts spoke 
about marketing becoming an increasqig 
pan of their jobs and occupying a greatei 
percentage of their time. 

five of the 25 districts studied had 
made efforts to go beyond an increased 
receptMty to input from the community 
and the parents of children in the schools. 
These dJstricts had begun active public 
relations campaigns to recruit and retain 
famllles in response to chaners and other 
choice mechanisms. In Arizona, the 
Mega Public Schools had begun a highly 
visible advertising campaign ln local 
newspapers and the Queen Creek Unified 
School District began to market their 
schools at the local movie theater. In 
Michigan, the Grand Rapids schools were 
the focus of an advert15ing campaign on 
television and the district bad begwi to 
train administrators in public relations 
and marketing. 

The Holland, Michigan. public school 
district had increased its public relations 
fu.Dction, hired a full·time communica­
tions director, and sent letten to families 
at the local charter school explaining how 
they could re-enroll in the public school 
disuict. 1he auperiniendent of the Hart· 
land Conaolidated School& in Michigan 
also had sent a letter to families departing 
for charter schools, asking for Mc:onstruc· 
tive suggestions" that would be turned 
into "a plan of action ro improve the 
Hartland Consolidated Schools.· 

These examples suggegt that school 
disU'ict reapoose1 to chaners may be 
motivated by a broad range of intentions. 
Some district.S clearly were attempting to 
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cowiter the departure o! students frorr 
the.ir schools into nearby chaners; oth1 
seemed to be responding to the new 
rules created by the emerging market­
place of public school choice. If public 
school choice continues to expand, thii 
is one area which merits ongoing revie 
and analysis. 

FLncUng '6: Several moderate- and 
high-response dJmias had made chan~ 
In their educational offerings u a resul 
of chanen. These changes included 
opening schools organized around a 
specific philosophy or theme, creating 
"add-on" programs suc:b as an after. 
school program or all·d.ay kindergarte1 
and offering more diverse activities or 
curricular resources. 

Journalistic accounts of charter 
schools frequendy lnc:luded anecdotes 
about new educational programs that 
have been offered through scllool distri 
as a result of the competition lntroduc 
by charter schoola. This study in'lr'l!stlg 
ed such anecdotes to·determine the p1 
c:ise ielationsh.ip such innovations hav 
had to ctwter schools. 

To date, charters have served to e1 
courage some districts to create additio 
thematic schools focused on a partic:\J 
educational philosophy. Most prevale 
have been the expansion of back·to­
basic11 and core knowledge schools witl 
public school districts as a result of sin 
arly themed charters drawing families 
away from the district. Adams Count)· 
#12 in Colorado had opened addltiom 
in-district fundamental programs afte 
tw0 fundamental c:haners attracted 
hundreds of students from the district 
New core- knowledge schools were op1 
ed by several Colorado districts after t: 
Jeffenon Academy charter school had 
opened and drew hwidreds of studen; 
from nearby districts. Mesa, Arizona, 
which had pioneered fundamental 
schools for over a dozen yeazs, increat 
its number of these schools, in pan di 
to the expansion of similar programs i 
their dlsttict through chartering. 

In other areas, chaners spwred 
school districts to create additional 
schools focused on particular themes. 
The Grand Rapids Public Schools in 
Michigan developed an envir()nmentt 
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science& middle school program after similarly-focused charter schools had opened in the 
area. The Boston Public Schools took their piloc school proposal off the back burner and put 
icon a fast uacl: only after charter legislation had been approved l.n Massachusetts. They 
opened almost a dm.en schools with concentrations ranging from Uie ans. allied health sciences, 
drop-out prevention, science and math to multiculturalism. Boston'• superintendent referred 
co chese pilots as Min-district charter schools." 

In Madison. Wlsc:onain. school deparanent leadership used the state's charter law to create 
a middle school focused on technology and individualiud programming to serve that city's 
African-American population that had lost its neighborhood middle school in the 1970s. The 
Rochester, Minnesota, public schools approved an in-diruict Monteaaori program only after 
interested families had begun considering forming a charter school. Charter laws throughout 
the nation have spurred a revival of the alternative educational programs popular in che 1960s 
and 70s, and expanded open classroom, Montesaori, Waldorf-type programs, and develop-
mental· fac:uaed pedagogies within public schooling. · 

All· day kindergarten Is now offered in school districts such as Lansing. Michigan. and Mesa. 
Arizona, as a result of local charters attracting families seeking such programs. An after· 
school program was created in the public ec:bools in WUliamsberg, Massachwetts, after local 
charters had attracted families seeking such programs. The superint.endent of the LeSueur· 
Henderson, Minnesota, public schools discussed ways the process of debating and approvtng a 
charter school in his rural district had served as an impetus to efforts to reform die district 
schools and increase project-based activities, block scheduling. and computer-focused learning 
experiences. He said, 

I rhink rhe charter 6chool'6 been helptMI ro w in a number ot intTigu.ing wa,y6--.11.1btle. more 
•ub:le than An.Ythlng. It ha6 Ileen helpful In thar rne wry exi•rence ot the charter h.a6 challenged 
our larger Q6tem to rake a loo~ ar more inno11ari11e 11pproachea to teaming and reaching. And 
ht rile 6econd :yea.rot the cltarter •choal 10t implemenred a tour-period drcy ar rhe high •chool. 
rhat real(,y cha.nsed how 111e utilize rime ... / Think rtll t11cr Thar rh.e Boan:! 'llOtect to 6ponaor the 
charrrr h.etJJed create more ot a aenae ot urgency. thll~H. we mwf eha.nge . 

.After a charter school in Orleans. Massachusetts. had purchased vans to tramport students 
to a wide range of community-baaed activities, the local high school decided to also purcha.5e 
vans and expand their community-based program.ming. The district's middle school was con­
sidering acquiring vans ac the time of this srudy. 

Finding •7: Certain innovations and changes in school districts and traditional public: schools 
hypothesized by the study'• investigator had rarely occurred: Few superintendents, principals. 
and teachers ln dittrict schools were thinking of charter schools as educational laboratories 
or attempting to transfer pedagogical innovations from charters to the district schools; dis­
uim were still building large school facilities and were rarely creating smaller school1: the 
luge urban districts studied rarely had responded in meaningful ways to charter laws and 
charter schools. 

One of the unexpected findings of this research was that ic:hool districts at the tlme of 
the study had rarely taken innovations In ceac:htng or learning produced by charter schools 
and put them to use in district schools. The majority of subjects Interviewed from traditional 
public schools and school districts-as well as many of the informants from charter schools-­
acknowledged that chaners rarely had been utill.z.ed by school districts as laboratories for 
pedagogical innovation. Some believed charters may offer innovations in governance. account­
abillty. and assessment rathe:r tb.an pedagogical innovations. One teaciler questioned whether 
any schools have adequate systems which encourage the rransfer of knowledge and peda­
gogical innovation. 

In a speech at the ftm national chaner school conference sponsored by the Deparanent 
of Education, Secretary of F.ducation Richard Riley applauded a charter school in Minneapolis 
for functioning as a laboracory and producing new knowledges"for the local schools. Yet the 
director or this same school, interviewed for this study several weeks before the secretaey's 
speech, expre&aed frustration that there had been "no investment from the larger district" in 
transfemng knowledge gained from the school. He insisted: 
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l'ue learned that there'6 no pcz.y·baclc tor rryins to convince 6omeone they 4ho1.1ld do 6omething 
I thil'lli: i6 better ... They lcnoUI 1111L1nr we are. I~ they want re learn. the;y con learn. We had thru 
ob the 61.1pertnren41rm ui6if and they're au veey poaitive and lmpreued. 8ut when I did 612,}'. 
"Well. i& you 111ant rtr.e partruir6hip with 1.16, I'm willing ro do that ... " 

This charter founder felt that the district administrators were simply inattentive to edu­
cational innovations and hence unable to benefit from the methods or programs developed 
in his school. Yet a central admini1trator in the same district seemed to question the work of 
the charter and insisted. 

We'te nor 3oing to creare anorher 6ehool lilre that. lCldb are getting apecicr.I ectucarion er.net we have 
60rrte que•tiorw about whar it u. rhaf tltBy actuaUy are doing. They have Cl weu-cton1 prasrum Well. 
we alrecidJI hCllle aimilar eun1cvh.un In other 6Cl\oole. So we have nor rupond1ct in tnar aen6e. 

For charters to function as educational laboratories for traditional public schools and 
experiments with new methods of teaching and learning, two things are needed: the charter 
must be able to produce new knowledges and the district must be open to transferring the 
innovations produced by the charter to the district schools. At the time of this study, several 
factors sei:ved as barriers to districts making use of charters as educational laboratories: m 
many chaners were in their first few years of operation and had not had the time to fully 
develop their pedagogical offerings; (2) during the early years of operatlon, most charter 
school personnel did not have time to share le1sons l~ned with people from ouuide their 
school: likewtse manytea.chen and principals in traditional public schools had llttle time to 
\lisle the classrooms in their own school, let alone ln a nearb)' charter 1chool; (3) In many 
areas, charter schools and the traditional public schools either had no relationship with one 
another or maintained a hostile relationship that precluded sharing pedagogical learnings 
between the two; (4) some charter schools conceptualized their mission as fulfilling the 
educational needs of their students and did not feel drawn toward uan1fonning other schools' 
classroom practices; (5) many charter schools were located in school districcs that already 
offered excellent and highly-rated programs and district personnel believed they would have 
little to learn fcom a charter school; (6) some district leaders inaisted the charters were only 
replicating programs already ln place in the district schools and a M\ft already do that'' men• 
tallty precluded districts from learning from c:haners. 

One rural district in this study erempllfied the problem of transfer of knowledge among 
and between chaner and traditional schools. The administrator for the charter believed no 
local teachers had visited the school because 

they h4ve not 6een it cu 'being rnean1nsau,t anct relevant...A6 recentl,Y C16 a year aso r1u1 new 
prineLpal roolc It to hi6 tacult,y leaderahtJ' ream anct di6CllU8d getting inwlved with ua and rlley 
6ald. We don ·t c~idsr mar edMca.t!on. · 

Yet when a teacher in the local uaditional school was asked why she had never visited, 
she imisted at first, "There was a lot of animosity ... p and then explained. •1 wouldn't jUJt ba:ve 
a day where I would say 1can10 down there ... but I could certainly go down there in a prep 
period." In a subsequent commwUc:ation she attempted to undentand the barriers that had 
kept her from c:onsidering the school as a laboratory for educational innovations: 

One ot The tltlngt I remembmd wAA the leeUng an the part ct rhs •acuity that th~e 6Mpportin£ 
rile chanl!'I" were nor 6C1ytng it wcw 'csn UTJ8f'Lmmt tor !nnovotiue sducarioNll practicu ·-in6t1ac 
they 6aict it wiu ner:eMary becauae tits high acllool waa, in part. tailing. rt wiu nor perceived 
b.Y ua a• a lab achool ond I did nor set the imprwuLon trom our achool board that they 6CllU It 
that way, ' 

This informant felt that the charter school had formed iu identity in opposition to the 
district high school and bad criticized the woik of that achool' s faculty. Thi& led her to assume 
a defensive posture that 1erved as a barrier to visiting the charter. Charter school! in the 
study that had reauited families and increased their own stature by criticizing, demeaning, 
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or outright trashing the local traditional public schools, frequently found themselves unable 
to create comfortable working relationships to share pedagogical insights or oversee student 
tranaitions in and out of the charter school. 

Districts may be more willing to transfer innovations produ.ced by chaner schools to 
traditional public schools when the chaners have been initiated or approved by district leader­
ship. Ironically, this tended to occur less frequently in states where so-called 'strong' or non­
restrictive laws, providing foJ: sponsors other than the district board, were in place. In such 
states many of these chuter schools may have a contentious relationship with the district, at 
lent during their first years of operation: this does not promote mutual exchange. Yet the 
presence of the alternative sponsor may lead ro the development of particularly unique educa­
tional programs which should be considered as a model for uaditlonal public schools. 

Denver Public Schools had recently opened its own chaner school that some believed was 
Intended to serve a laboratory function, but no significant exchange had occurred between the 
district and the other charter school located within its bowidaries. Likewise several districts 
in California, including the San Carlos Public Schools, had initiated charter schools preci5ely 
for this experimental and laboratory function. Boston's City on a Mill charter school recently 
had been awarded a federal grant which was expected to bring about a fonnal collaboration 
b'etween charter and district teachers. 

· Finding 18: An analysis of the 2S case studies in this repo11 suggests district response to char­
ters evolves over time and that there may be distinct stages ln the development of charter 
schools, which offer specific opportunities for district response. 

Responses from districts to charter schools were rarely quick, discrete, or isolated from 
the rich mix of changes regularly experienced by school districts. The majority of districts in 
thi1 study could be understood as having gone through three stages of response to charter 
schools, which can be characterized in the following ways: 

(1) The period stretchlnQ from the initial proposal of charter leqlslation through passaqe and the 
foundinq sta9es of the first charters: This was often a time when intense internal debate 
occurred among school personnel, parents, and political leadership; it was frequently a 
time of exaggerated claims on the part of charter advocates and opponents alike. Impacts 
on the school disrricr during this period were primarily focused on attitudes and the climate 
of the district and its schools. If the charter school in formation was founded in opposi­
tion to the traditional public schools, l.t was common for districts to take on a defensive 
posture at this time. 

(2) The period from when charters open their doors throu9h their early years of operation. This 
was a period when some school districts began to make specific changes in response to 
charters: they may have begun or stepped up marketing effons, considered. add-on pro­
grams, curricular expansion, and expanded hours in an attempt to minimize the loss of 
students to the charter. This was lilcelyto have been a time of heightened contlict within 
local communities as districts responded in various ways to shifts in financing. These 
shifts were usually felt most intensely during the first year a charter school was open, 
when a specific student cohon departed en ma51e from the traditional public schools for 
the charter. This was also a time when charter founders were busy creating their school 
and Initiating educational programs: they had little time for lnvolveinents outside of 
their school 

(3) The period when charters attain some stable lnstitutlonal presence In relation to the local 
districts. Conflicts abated at this time and the district and chaner mo'1ed toward a point 
of equilibrium and mutual respect. Disuicts experienced students re-entering the tradi­
tional public schools from the charter by this time. Claims predicting the 'devastation' of 
the school system had been proven co be exaggerations; and chaners had passed the 
honeymoon period when they were idealistically characterized and their weaknesses and 
failings had been acknowledged. An acceptance settled in regarding changes that had 
occurred in the way public education was organized, and the hostllicy that some districts 
and charters had directed towards each other began to lessen. 



. FEB 16 '00 04:29PM ED/SIP 

Charter6 were not 

atwa,Yd the &ocu6 oi 

contentioud debate 

within local 

comm uni tie~. 

16 

P.17 

Informants from school disulccs chat had coexisted with charters for three to five years 
displayed an attirude towards charters characterized by considerably less hostility and swi; 
cion than those with chaner experience of a shorter duration. Several superintendents and 
central office administrators spoke of reaching an accommodation with charters and worki: 
more cooperatively with them after having had survM:d 0 the big hit" of the first year's exod 
of st1.1denu. . 

Finding 19: The climates and cultures of nearby traditional public schools, school district~ 
and communities almost always had changed following the appearance of charter schools ii 
their mldst, but not in a sinrJe, predictable manner. 

Advocates for charter schools often assert that the introduction of public school choice 
and new educational options will infuse 1chool districts and personnel with a fresh spirit of 
energetic competition. Once the district's monopoly on public education is ended, chis argl; 
menc goes, che weighty bureaucracies that constitute large school di.stricrs in the United Statt 
begin to flex and become consumer-friendly. By uan1forming public schooling into an edu­
cational mark.etpiace, districts and schools are forced to continually reform themselves in 
order to maintain steady participation by local families. 

Thia study affirmed that attitudinal. climatic and cultural shifts occur within school district~ 
due to the introduction of charter laws, charter schools and other types of public school 
choice. However, the data sugge1t a complicated pattern ofresponses in public schools and 
school districts where the impact of charters and the response of districts are tightly braided 
together. While lru:reased responsiveness and attention to student outcomes were part of 
many schools' responses. several other impacts and responses tmerged from the data including 
increased pressure and stress on teachers and principals; cycles of hostlllty. vilification. and 
conflict occuning wl.thin school districts and local communities: and a loss of or increase in 
morale of traditional school teachers. Within the 1chool districts a.tfected by charter schools 
thac were studied, a number of di.tferent changes had been occ:uning that frequently appear 
contradictory or paradoxical. 

Varying levels of conflict occurred wichin and between various constituencies when charter 
schools were formed. Charters formed in cooperation with districts schools or initiated by 
school district leadership experienced less hostility than those Conned as a critical reaction to 
the district schools. Charters were not always the focus of contentious debate within local com­
munities. In several districts studied, charters were proposed, accepted, and created withouc 
significant conflict arising. This tended to occur when che chaner offered a program for at­
ri&k students or other students with special needs, when it was situated in a well-funded, heavily· 
resourced district, or when it was formed in cooperation with the school district. 

In Tucson, Arizona, where the euliest charters were designed to "attract students who are 
disillusioned with the regular public schools." teachers freely had referred appropriate srudents 
to the charter school. The principal of a local high school inslsted, 

We don't beet competiri11e. We think ir'1i having a po6itiw etrecr on our population becau6e ob 
rhe type of atudenta rhat are attracted 10 the charrer achoola In Tue.son. 

In Stillwater, Minnesota, a charter school served at-risk students who had not succeeded 
in the traditional high schools, and teachers see111ed to feel lietle conflict about the school. In 
DWon, Colorado, one seventh grade teacher commented on wa huge difference" fn her school 
once the charter opened: 

Thm waa a HJmenr o• our population that waa 9one. They were kid6 thar took a lor ot teacher 
rtme. They were /cid6-nor ro t><zy all rhe kidts rhere were like rtti.t-bur there wa6 a good portion 
ot kid• lllhO / woulc:I •ay had emotional and betta:uioral problenu ... lt made the 6chool ealmer, 
e12.sier ro teaclt. We ctidn ·r have nearly a• rnany behavioral problerr&d. when tllode kindli ot kid6 
weren '1 hue. 

A teacher in Adams County #12, Colorado, expressed his satisfaction at having a che.rter 
school for gifted and talented students share a school building with a district rniddl.e school; 
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I beel ir iii a big kudo Dor rhe gitfed and talented charter 6Chool to be here. becaU6e we get an 
in~Luz o& diUerenr rhinga goins on in the b'Uildlns- So I'm kind ob htippy they're here. 

Yet in other places the proposal, debate, acceptance, and appearance of charters had 
sparked great conflict within schools and local communities. This appeared common in rural 
areas where a single charter school could enroll a silnifica.nt portion of students from the small 
local district. One Colorado teacher noticed powerl'Ul hostility suffusing the community during 
the formative stages of a charter forming in her rural district: 

At rhe very beginriing rllere waa a lot o~ animoall)' and reaentmenr about the chcrter·a beginning ... 
people rook tr peraonally becauu it telr like the achool boani lllC26 .sczying to u.s. 'You 're not sooa 
enough. ao 111e're gonna allow thia charter achool ro atart. • Since rhen, there'a been uirrualty no 
comm1miearion between rhe charrer and our 4chooL 

The formation of a chaner school in Queen Creek. ~na, a rural district in die East Valley 
of Phoenix resulted in great divisiveness in the local community. One naff member insisted, 
"The c:ommunlty just totally split in half. Neighbors quit talking to neiahbors. Friends quit 
talking to each other." Another observed, 

I've foll.net grear divi6ion in the community. I'w to1.ind rllat teaell8ra who ll1u1e been here a11y 
length o~ time arc lie?) ruenr,ul o• the l)'pe ot adverti6ln5 rhe charter i6 doing and rhe r;ype ob 
eommenra that an made about ttu: rraditlonal public .school6. Teacher6 re.ienr rile baer rhat we 
are bein§ di6cuued a6 a be/ow·allflrage 6chool, a aehool thar'dof!6n't reach Gn)thing. We even 
had a perdori 111ho 6aid f'har all Spaniali-.spellklng chlldrt1'1. were •mt home at noon. Complere 
tal6ehoodd wne broushr our about the .school. And we U1ere reHnftul ob rha.t. 

A founh grade teacher In the disnict added, "'Ibe community has been divided, badly di­
vided, to the point of being nasty to each other, not apeaking to each other. d 

In one Massachusetts dJstric:t. teachers who had accepted jobs In the new charter school 
before they finished their work for the year in a district school experienced hostility from their 
former colleagues. One principal in this district described children no longer talking to other 
children and parents not pennitting their children to play with friends whose families had 
taken the other side in the charter school debates. A sixth grade tea.Cher who was an activist 
in the union opposing charter schools found that her long-time teaching partner had 
accepted a position in a local charter school: 

I WCL! kind at devCl4rated la&r ,Year 111hen my own reachin,g partner le•r me. She u. now ar the 
charter 6ChooL Sti. never told me. f heard 'about Lt p-om the principal... I j1at co-ulctn ·r imagine 
domebcd,y rhar I'd taught wLNl ll>tr:J dG)' tor ae11e1t or eijhr .)ellra awmuttlnJ her lerrer ot re1tgnation. 

One·charter school principal in Michigan Jhared stones he had heard from the parents 
who send their children co his school. He believed animosity became strangest when parents' 
friends •were teachers in a traditional public school and in the teacher Wl.lon's ranks. That's 
where I'd-say sentiment is strongest against charrer schools by far. In Michigan it's particularly 
sttorig becauae we're such a union state." He saw much dMsi~ess among parents' peer groups. 

Charter school founders and school dfstricc personnel all have choices to make about the 
kinds of relationship they would like to see establiahed between the chaner school and the 
disaict. Some charter school founders lnterviewed for this study felt u if they had sacrificed 
the integrity and autonomy of their school in order to "buy" the support of the district or the 
union arul avoid ill-feelings. While most or the charter schools that had begun with contentious 
relationships to local school districts found the relationship improving after two or three years 
of operation, a few of the d!scrtcts in this study had maintained tense and uncooperative rela­
tionships with charter schools for over three years. 
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finding 11 o; The districts In this study 
which had experienced high levels of 
Impact usually exhibited respo_nses to 
charters, though not necessarily at a high 
level; districts which had experienced low 
le\lels of impact generally exhiblted low 
lev.els of r~ponse or no response at all. 

Personnel in several school districts 
chat.were studied had not felt particular 
pressure to improve their schools due to 
the.development of charter schools. Most 
of these cases were highly-acclaimed 
sc:hool districts that were well-resourced 
and well-respected in local communities. 
Hen'ce in seeking l'.O detennlne factors 
that allow charters to functlon strate­
·gically to spark improvement in district 
sclwols, it is imponant to acknowledge 
that sorne public school discricts ln which 
chaners.were located had already sue;:· 
ceeded ln developing strong, successful 
educational offerings while others were 
well on the road to successful school lm­
provement before thaners were initiated. 

This research suggests the existence 
of a r•lationship between level of impact 
and district response to charter schools. 
There was a correlation betWeen some of 
the levels or kinds of impact experienced 
by school di5tricts and the levels or kinds 

. of response by the diStrl.ct. Additional 
research is needed to fully understand 
this ~o:a;iplex relationship. While it was 
!=!ear that dimic:u which had experienced 
hea\iy impact from charters showed 
some reiponse, this was often a moderate 
response, rather than a strong one. Octa· 
sionally the response focused on Improved 
public relations rather than substantive 
changes in educational programs. The 
districts which ~ad not experienced 
siiiU,ficant impact from chaners tended 
to offer little or no response. 

There were also some observable 
relatfonships betWeen the nature of 
Impact and the nature of response. This 
was most pronounced when thematic 
chaners formed and offered educational 

11 I . 

programs which district schools had not 
offered or offered to a limited extent, 
resulting in turning away families seeking 
such options. Oi.Jtrict schools often re­
sponded by offering a similar t)-pe of 
program, although sometimes in a some­
what muted form compared to that of 
che charter school. Districts which had 
experienced strong impacts from charters 
generally responded in ways which 
included improved public relations and 
stronger communication with parents. 

Finding 111: A variety offactors ocher 
than the nature and degree of impact 
seemed to contribute to school district 
response to charters, including the over­
all ecology of school choice in the district. 
student performance. a critical mass of 
c:harters in the area, community aware· 
nes5 of charters, and district leadership. 
Districts which exhibited a high level of 
responsiveness to charters usually had 
reform-minded leaders who seized on 
charters as a straregic tool lo step up 
refonns in their disnicts. 

This study considered faclors which 
resulted ln tradldonal public schools and 
school dlstticti responding to charters in 
ways that resulted in improved educa­
tional opportunities for the students who 
were not attending charter schools. While 
some theori5Ui have suggested that an 
economic loas (tbe loss of financing) is the 
ipcentive needed for school distrlcts to 
engage earnestly in reform efforts, this 
study uncovered a range of additional 
Catton driving public school reform with­
in sc::hool diatricu: 

{a) The qverall Ccology o~ 
School Choice 

Charters were not the only public 
school-choice option available in most 
of the states srudied. Sometimes a com· 
blnation of choice options had served to 
motivate district personnel into more 
expeditious reform efforts. In states such 
as Minnesota, Massachuseru, Mlchlgan, 
and Colorado, it was difficult for lnfor­
mants to distlngulsh between the effects 
of varying choice options. The cumulative 
effect of several distinct. interrelated 
choice options seemed to drive several 
district-wide reform effons. 

P.19 

(b) Student Pertormance 

Student performance on standard­
ized tests had contributed to district 
response to charters in &everal ways. 
Superintendents, principals, and leachers 
from high-performing districts tended to 
discount the impact of charters and often 
appeared committed to preventing con· 
troversies surrounding charters from 
distracting them from their already well­
proven efforts. Charters in these districts 
often had been motivated by families 
seeking smaller school settings or specific 
educational alternatives. During the time 
ofthls study. cwo disuicts located in dif­
ferent states had received disappointing 
test results and personnel in these dis­
tricts worried that the combined effecc of 
the test results and the chaner schools 
would result in drastic changes to the 
workings of the district Clearly overall 
student achievement in a distrlcc played 
an important role ln spurring or stifling 
response to charters. 

(c) Cnrollment Levela 

The departure of significant numbers 
of students to charter schools was clearly 
a factor motivating intensified 1eform 
efforts for several of the school districts 
in this srudy. Ranging from dozens. to 
hundreds, to thousands of students, the 
"felt-loss" of students wu usually tied to 
a loss of financing. Few subjects inter· 
viewed for this midy disagreed that finan­
cial losses might spur a district to reform. 
yet some felt personal pride was H great 
a motivating factor. The loss of litudonta 
was understood to result in a loss of pride 
for the superintendent or principal, who 
would then respond in a spirit of com­
petition to win back the scudents and 
the ftnanc!.ng. 

A major factor mitigating the respon­
siveness of the di!tricts studied involved 
rising school-age populations. Even 
though dlstrtcts may have lost several 
hundred students to charters, if they 
were seeing an influx of new students to 
their area. this served to off·set the char­
ter· related loss and minimize the "felt­
loss" of financing. Several superinten­
dents interviewed spoke supportively of 
charters. One Arizona 5uperintendent 
described frantically trying to build new 
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schools to meet the rising demand and argued that charters "siphoned off' students in a 
helpful way. 

(d) A Critical Ma66 ot CIJ,arter School6 

One or two small charter schools in large urban districts did not seem to significantly 
spur reform throughout the district. Yet the same number of schools in small, rural districts 
might have had a major effect on the di&Uitt's operations. Qearly the ''critical mass" necessary 
to have a felt-impact on a district Is related co district size. Several subjects thought that a 
specific level of market density was necessary to jolt school districts intc action. Additional 
research in vacying locations and contexts might aim to understand what constitutes a critical 
maa11 of charters that would prove capable of igniting refonn energies within dlstticts. 

(e) Media Attention and Communiry Awarene66 o~ the Charter euorr 
It became clear throughout this study that media coverage surrounding the development 

of charter schools often had had a crucial Impact on the ways In whlch school district personnel 
responded to the charter. There did not seem to be a simple. predictable pattern of response, 
but several superinrondents and principals indicated rhat they had felt compelled to respond 
aggressively when the level of discourse concerning charters became significant in their com­
munities. If a charter school had been formed in a district, yet had roc:elved little media atten· 
tion and the lecal community had been uninformed of its presence, it was less likely to have 
inspired response from the local district than if ics formation had been accompanied by signi­
ficant public debate. 

(~) Charter Policte6 Which Allow For Multiple Spon~or6 o~ Charter School6 

States which had policies that provided for the chartering of new schools only through the 
local districc showed aigniftcantly leH evidence of reform effects from the development of 
charter schools than did state& which allowed for multiple sponsors. While district officials fre­
quently saw laws which allowed for multiple sponsors as undermining their authority and 
ability to oversee educational improvement in their district. the sites in this study where greatest 
effects were occurring were almost entirely in 1tates with policies which allow for multiple 
sponsors. District personnel on at least five occasions in this study acknowledged -some· 
times begrudgingly-that charters had served to "jump-start" their effans at refonn. While 
they initially had opposed charters and the chartering had been accomplished outside their 
authority, they felt that district schools ultimately had benefited from the dynamics introduced 
by the charter school. 

(g) Dl6rrict and School Leader6hip 

When informants were asked' "What brings about positive reforms within public educa· 
tionr" the leadership of the district and of individual schools was frequently cited. Several 
superintendent&, central office administrators. and principals saw charter legislation as an 
opponunity to aggreHively l1lCMI forward effona to Improve district schools. Most did not. In 
one district, the leadership of the state superintendent of schools was cited as well. This study 
uncovered several districts where the superintendent and/ or school committee had taken 
aggressive leadership to reform schools in order to head off efforts to open chaner schools. 
In addition to the oc:onomic laBSes resulting from students enroWng In charters, refonn-rninded 
leadership was cited most frequently as key to the improvement of public schools. 

During the design phase of this srudy, several researchers argued that leaders and employ­
ees of public school districts interviewed would not credit charter schools for increasing eflons 
at reform and would attribute Improvements and innovations to other sources. The data indi­
cated otherwise. School superintendents, central office administrators, principals ancl ceachers 
frequently credited charter schools, or the debates surrounding charter schools, with motivating 
more earnest efforts at school reform. 

Several school districts in the suburbs of Denver, Colorado, were the sites of significant 
reform initiatives linked to charters. A principal of a middle school in Adams County 112 said, 
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I'm a peraon who belieue6 thar a lirrle comperirion tor the public •chool 6Y6tem wouldn't be c 
bad riling. a• long ao 1r'• ta.Ir and nor a:eurucri11e in nan.ire ... / rhinlt having charrer •chool~ 
rhar are withiri the umbrella ot rite public achoo! •.Y•te11t-rhat •orT ot •creen• out rite ideolo9ic 
aapecta ro a 1arse degree-la a good wizy to go. /r'a a nice compromi6e ... So I think rite more 
c/1olce.1 and option& IDf ltaue tor people. rhe berrer. a6 long a• we keep the pla,ying bleld even. 
The charter aehool haa given reach.er• the idea chat there ia anorher 6,)'atem. We need to matt 
aure tttar our JITOducr. It )'OM will. our aeroice. l• aa ateritng and CZd poliahed Q6 P0'6ible beca1u 
people could rum ro anorltet way ob doing rhi6. 

One urban district in this scudy illustrated that the opening of charter schools can serve 
as a catalysr for significant response on the part of a large urban district. In the Phoenix Unio! 
High School District in Arizona. district leadership had initiated aggressive reform efforts in 
response to charter schools. A deputy superintendent in the districc said, 

I rhinlc it charrer ltJi6larion didn ·r come abo1.1t-1'11e been hert .ieuen ,Year.i. and 111e prerry muc 
look today a• we did 6euen year• ago. 116 we did aweral year• be~ore rhat. But I can guarante 
tnar ne:rr tall •ehool• will loo/( dltbtrent. There will be ctibpennt aizrcl achoo1', There wiU be di.ber­
enr eonj-iguratlona. We will ha11e 11 ,Year-round aehool. We do haue a block achsd.uted aehool 
rhia year a.nd rhar rno,y not be a re•ulr of comperlrion. but ir·a a re•ulr ot delivering a better 
producr. .4nd I rhln.k that 1Uhole producr. re•ulr6-ctriuen eitort ro rede•l!JTI 6chool• WCl6 hei5hteneG 
aru:I rhen moved mOTf quickly becau•e of the c:omiieririon trom charter 6chool6. 

The superintendent of the Nauset Regional School District in Ma.SAChuaeru spoke at 
length about using the new charter school that had been initiated ln his district as part of a 
strategy to reform the district's mlddle school. He argued that the charter initiative could 
benefit his district if ic spurred administrators and teathers to greater tesponsiveness and if it 
motivated school personnel to regularly rethink and re-envision their work. In Georgia, where 
the chaner school initlarive is pa.rt of the state's School Improvement Program, educational 
leaden in the Bartow County School Disttlct used the charter proceas "as a means that would 
allow them to improve education for children and get parents more involved... The superin· 
tendent of the district who facilitated the move towards chartering said, 

My job and tile ~.ttem leuel 1iratf1i joba wilt rum more and more inro being a itupporr baae. We 
will tuncriol\ In a 111a_y that wiU •upporr more ct lllh.ar the aehool4 are dotns. i1l6tead ot generurins 
dfMt, at the a,yarem leuel. Ir Viii! be developed ar the 1ichool level. We ar the ay.rem level will 
6erve ro aupJIMf rh.e dC:hooL I aee ir changing more trom a dictarorial role ro a tacilitator rolr. 
We help tacilitate 111h4r rhey iuanr to make happen. 

Seven of the di.stricr's 10 elementary schools had become charteni 111d the other three were 
ln process, as were the district's middle schoole and high school. 

Rnding •r2: Informants disagreed about whether creating a competitive environment for 
districts leade U> school improvement. Some believed it does. Others saw competition as harm­
ful and beU«M!d educaton prefer collaboration and are motivated by the needs of students or 
peraonal pride in their work rather than competition over enrollment, award.a, or reputation. 

When superintendents, tea.chen and principals were asked to list factors that motivate 
school personnel to create quality learning envlrorunents for •tu.dents. lWO contrasting per­
spectives emerged. One viewpoint saw competition as a powerful and helpful force that 
keeps people on their toes and inspires a strtving towards excellence. A superintendent from 
Georgia succinctly captured this perspective: 

Corni:>eririon i• good tor the publie 6chool .iyatem jlldt Like 1r'6 good tor bu6ine'6 .. ft'a good. tor 
the lctdll 111\d ke«pll eueryone on rheiNoH. Jr 111orlu agairtat being ltrharJiC and unrellpon.ii11e. 

A Massachusetts superintendent e:ii:emplified the view that competition is necessacy for 
the healthy functioning of schools when he argued: 
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Inio~an.ta di6agreed 

· about whether 

creating a competitive 

enutronment ~or 

di.~trict6 leada to 

achool improvement. 

I rhinlc we're besmning to 6ee 6ome heatrhJr benekir from the compsririon. The day atrer the 
c:harrer •chool waa al\nounced. I 111C1Uced inro an admlni6tnltor6' meeting. roti~ed on rhe table a 
eopy ob Dalhd Halber6Tam ·, The Reckoning. and 6aid. 'Who do yoll W12nt ro be-Hondo or General 
Moror6 ?" Thar meraphor ha6 plrzyed irult oitr. Our middle 6chool. which i6 rhe •chool at which 
the cllarTer achool i6 aimed. wa6 by any rarional atandcmf the lea6t 6tiecea66ul 6Chool in the 
diatrlcr ... 11' teat aoore4 were mediocre .. .Jt had a tacu.lry rltar wa6 defen6ille and complacenr ... 

The charter 4c1lool 111a4 a 111alce-up call. like ir or nor. The tact i6 that rite parenta o; more than 
100 kid6 •aid. "We want our lcid6 our ... " Charter 6choola o1enied notice to e\leryboct,y thar compla­
ce:ney wa.in 'r an option ... With no competition. people ahow up to worlc. do what they corwider 
ra be rheir Job6. go /'r.ome tsellnJ tired. dati&tied. fulfilled--)IOU pie~ if. Thi untortunate reality 
perhap6 ;, tttar rite cornperirlon torced U6 to loolc in a mirror and a~k who iue were. who we 
wancsd to be. why rhe6e people had choaen ro leave "'· and whar we were gonna do abour ir. 

Some charter schools were founded out of an adversarial relationship With the district 
schools; this adversutal relationship was often felt acutely by educators working in the district. 
In describing various relationships chaner schools have had with district schools in Colorado, 
one superintendent said, 

I rhink 6omerlrnH it tee/6 conrenttou6 and I think 6ometime6 they have bten bred ot adver6ily 
Our• 111a6 bred ot adverairy People who were very unhappy wtrh rite middle 6chool koundsd rh.e 
chartfT. So rheir earl.ler public relarion6 waa "We're gonna aer thi.6 up beca"&Ue the middle 6chool 
6tlnlc6r Thi.ti Ula4 very broad·btUed, harmtuL Oh. ir did nor tHI good. /r did nor teel good. 

Another superintendent interviewed believed competition ls destructive and felt that 
educators are motivated by factors such as pride and a commitment to educating the child. 
A social stud.lea teacher in a uaditional school in Tucson insisted, 

I don·r think 111e need the preuure ar rh.i" 6chool. We ha11e e:rrnme~ d.1dlcared teacher•. And I 
re&enr th1 a.ttihlde rltar chanse: ha.a to come jrom 111Lrhour. by compermon. and rllat people who 
arm 't certl.ied~nd I rhinlc in charter &chool6 you don ·r have to h.c1.1r eertitlcarlon--rltat Z'fl.e;y're 
soing to be able ro malce more ot a di .. erence tfuln public 6Chool teach81'6. I t#Unlc if'• a taltaey .. 
WhaT drivea U6 a• rea.cti.cr6 i6 lo11c ob our a tudern6. Concem tor tlleLr turure. rfl.e tlin.cre ob ol'r 
city or our nation. 

Another fifth grade teacher in Denver echoed these sentiments: 

I don ·r do my job ba.ed on thinkins I ltaue a compefiror. I cto ir b1Uec1 on knowing rhar the child 
neeci6 to grow up and flaw a good educcmon to get 6omewherr. That'• what motivatt6 me. 

While it was unclear whether creating a competitive environment for a school district al­
ways promoted. positive changes or encouraged an array of chqes where the pd outweighed 
the bad, the informanta in Ibis study, including ttaditJonal public school superintendents, dis­
trict personnel, and principals, spoke thoughtfully and occasionally passionately about this 
topic. Manyaaw public school choice as one catalyst for school improvement in their districts. 

ftnding 113: This m;earch suggests chaner schools may have conttibuted to statewide reform 
effons that have no formal connection to chaners. 

One chaner school founder wondered whether Minnesota's site-based management ini· 
tiative hadn't been spurred by the success locally which chaner schools have had as site-based 
managed organizations. When asked why she thought the initiative had been related to charters, 
she responded. 

Well it 6eema ro tollow on the heeld and ir'a alwayo a ne5orte1ting cl'l.i.p: ra.ther than pu6h for more 
tor charrBTo. w~ don't we do more wirhin the 6,Y6Ttm? Anet it ehcirrer4 eon cio r11e1r. rhen why 
can'r we do ir UliThin the "ydem? Sa it'& thBTe to pou queotlon6 ro peopl1. 1 think that'& one 
ob the intangible thinga rlta.r you·11 have to rra.ck throu!h Legi.,larive rec1timol\}' ro oee how maey 

21 tlmfl6 Tha?'6 the 5ambit 
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The deputy superintendent of an Arizona school dismct credited chaner schools wich 
improving that state's financing process for all public schools and loosening regulations sur 
rounding teacher certUication: 

Same-year tunding'.s been talked abour bor year•. bur ib it wa.sn't tor charTer i>chool•-the •rar 
•uperinrendenr. 6he".s the one lllho decidea how we're going to do the bundins. pointed rh.i• ou. 
ro the lesi.slature G6 unOair ... So rhey changed rhe law which cloud the looph.ole ... Stare /icen1;i; 
tor teaching iti al.so changing. Since the charter .school law VIG.S pur in. it".s ea•ier to become 
cerri~led becaU6e rh.e charter 6chool.s. they don ·r haue ro certibY in our dtare. 

Other informants wondered whether the current expanded use of reconstitution of faili.n 
schools and the creation of scronger systems of school accountability in their areas could be 
attributed in part to charter schools' trailbluing in these areas. 

Finding 1114: Advocates and opponents of charter leglsh1tion and many of the state policy­
makers interviewed for this study often inaccurately characterized the overall effects which 
charter schools have had on school diaaicts. 

People involved in the contentious political debates surrounding charter schools frequent!~ 
misrepresented the impact which charter schools have had on public school dlsuicts. Chane 
school movemenc activists, union leaders, representatives of education groups. administrator~ 
in state departments of education,. and elected officials often made claims about how school 
districts had been affected by charters and presented compelling examples which fit their Ide· 
ological beliefs. Yet when evidence was sought to substantiate these claims. a different pictun 
often emerged. 

This misrepresentation took several forms: the use of anecdotal information focused on 
outstanding charters or charter school failures to encourage people to mistake smtistical out­
liers for typical cases; the denial or exaggeration of the number of students opting out of di1trict 
schools or financing losr by some dlatricts; a tendency to atutbute all changes occurring in ws­
tric:ts to thvters when other, independent dynamics may have served as the prinwy impetus. 

Few informant! appeared to engage in willful misrepresentation or deliberately altered 
facts to fit their arguments. More commonly, the pressures of the political debate seemed co 
motivate people to reduce c:omplexl.ry, exaggerate impact, or simplistically characteme dynamic 
and rnulti·faceted processes. 
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Policy Recommendations 

One aim of this research study was to develop recommendations for policymakers to 
consider as they confront legislative proposals regarding charter laws and charter schools. 
Several recommendations emerge from an analysis of the data: 

Recommendation 11: Policymakers crafting charter school laws should clarify the legjalation's 
aims regarding the overall effect on school districts. If spurring overall district reform is 
the intent beh\nd chaner laws, policymakers should consider both these Jaws' impact on 
school districts and the districts' response. Policies aimed at achieving a critical mass of 
charters in a particular area and efforts which gamer signi1k:ant media attention for char­
ters may reauli in heightened impact on disUicts: policies created to allow more than one 
endty to sponsor charters may result in increased response from districts. 

Recommendation •2: The leadership of professional aasociations of superintendents and 
school board members should step up effons to educate their members about chaners. 
respond to their concerns, and allow them to discuss chaners with peers who are success­
fully ut:i&ing charter laws as part of an overall reform smuegy. Because this study ~sts 
that superintendenu and school board memben play pivotal roles ln determining the 
district's response to charters, these interest groups must receive considerable education 
and opportunity to debate chaner laws. 

Recommendation 13: Policymakers should seriously consider ways to ensure that urban 
educators, charter school advocates, union activists, and other leaders of reform efforts 
engage In collaborative et?orts to develop an urban strategy for chaner schools which en· 
courages chaners to contribute energetically to overall systemic improvement and spurs 
di.Itri.ct n=sponsivenesa to chaner:s . 

RecommendatLon 14: Policymakers should ensure that evalu~cions of the state's charter 
policy include a detailed assessment of Impact, response, and overall effects on districts. 
While statowide evaluations of charter pollciea should assess student achievement and 
evaluate overall school performance in the state's charter schools, resources should be 
devoted periodically to an assessment of how school diatrias may be changing in the after­
math of this reform initiative. 

Recommendation 15: Researchers assesaing the ea'ects of charters on school disnicts should 
recognize that systemic change rarely occurs swiftly and dramatically and avoid imposing 
inappropriate expectations and unrealiatic time frames on the chaner/district dynamic. 
Long-term ethnographic studies of the effects of charter schools on school districts should 
be initiated. Special attention should be devoted to locationa where chaner policies are 
inspiring reform and resulting in improved arudent· achievement in the district schools . 
Such studies might ask: What Jc:inds of charter l&W1 and what kinds of charter schools spur 
systemic change? What specific conditions, factors, and dynamics are necessary to allow 
charters to trigger district-wide impro~ments? 

lecommendarion '6: District superintendents, central adminiatration persoruiel, principals, 
and school board members should redeaJgn their planning proceues for an era of increased 
public school choice. New systems, schedules, and processes might improve budgeting 
and planning for capital improwments, enrollment leVl!la, and personnel shifts and allow 
districts to anticipate changes brought about by school choice options. 

Recommendation 17; If polic:ymalcers create charter laws wt~ the intention of districta 
transfening pedagogical innovations from the charters to traditional public schools, they 
llhowd examine carefully waye in which chaner laws may polarize consdruencies which 
are intended to work collaboratively. They should analyze the impact charter laws are 
having on school districts-particularly in the areas of financing. redistribution of adminis­
trative time. student placement concerns, and the loss of particular kinds of students to 
niche-focused charters-and work with distticts to plan for these and other changes. 
Policymakers should be aware of a possible dilemma here: Creating policies which allow 
for sponsors besides the local district may produce more innovative schools yet may 
encourage a polarization among educators which precludes mutual exchange. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Charter schools are public schools that come into 
existence through a contract with either a stale agency 
or a local school board. The charter-or contract­
establishes the framework within which the school 
operates and provides public support for the school for 
a specified period of time. The school's charter gives 
the school autonomy over its operation and frees the 
school from regulations that other public schools must 
follow. In exchange for the flexibility afforded by the 
charter, the schools are held accountable for achieving 
the goals set out in the charter including improving 
student performance. 

This Fourth-Year Report of the National Study of 
Charter Schools provides descriptive information on 
charter schools that were operating in the 1998-99 
school year. Additional reports of the National Study 
address broad policy issues concerning the charter 
school movement and its potential effects on America's 
system of public education. 

Growth Trends: The number of states with 
charter legislation and the number of charter 
schools continued to expand in 1999. 

• During the 1999 legislative session, three states­
New York, Oklahoma, and Oregon-passed charter 
legislation, bringing the total number of jurisdictions 
with charter laws to 36 states and the District of 

Columbia-. Charter laws have not remained static. 
Several states amended their charter laws during the 
1999 legislative session. One state increased the 
number of charters that can be granted; two states that 
previously only allowed pre-existing public schools 
authorized newly created charter schools; two states 
expanded the number of agencies allowed to grant 
charters; and several states adjusted their l:harter school 
financing mechanisms. 

• Of the 36 states and the District of Columbia with 
charter laws, 30 states and the District of Columbia had 
operational charter schools as of September 1999. 
Three of the 31 jurisdictions first opened charter 
schools in September 1999. Twenty-eight jurisdictions 
had operational charter schools at the time of our Spring 
1999 survey. Nevada had only one operational charter 
school in Spring 1999 and that school did not respond 
to the survey, therefore, the school-level data reported 
here rely on responses from schools in 27 states. 

• An additional 421 charter schools opened in 1999, 
bringing the total to 1,484 charter schools in operation 
in 31 states and the District of Columbia as of 
September 1999. Including multiple branches of a 
school operating under the same charter, the total 
number of charter school sites operating was 1,605 as of 
September 1999 

• The demand for charter schools remains high-7 
of I 0 charter schools reported that they have a waiting 
list. This percentage is the same as reported for 
1997-98. 

• Twenty-seven charter schools closed during the 
1998-99 school year. Since the first charter school 
opened in 1992, a total of 59 charter schools-nearly 4 
percent of all charter schools that have ever opened­
have closed. 

• The number of students in charter schools 
increased in the 1998-99 school year by nearly 90,000, 
bringing the total to more than 250,000 students. This 
total represents 0.8 percent of all public school students 
in the 27 states with open charter schools as of the 
1998-99 school year. 

Characteristics of Charter Schools: Most charter 
schools are newly created, small schools. 

• Most charter schools are small schools-the 
median enrollment in all charter school sites is 137 
students per school, whereas all public schools in the 
charter states had a median enrollment of about 475 
students. This is similar to the median charter school 
size of 132 reported for 1998-99. 

• Nearly half of the charter schools have a grade 
configuration that deviates from the traditional 
elementary, middle, high school configuration. In 
1998-99, one-quarter of the charter schools spanned 
K-8, K-12, or were ungraded compared to less than 
one-tenth of all public schools. 

• Seven of I 0 charter schools are newly created 
schools. Schools that opened in the 1998-99 school 
year continued the trend from previous years that most 
schools opening in the year were newly created. 
Newly created charter schools, with a median 
enrollment of 128 students, are smaller, on average, 
than converted pre-existing public schools . 
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• Eleven of the 36 states with charter laws allow 
private schools to convert to charter schools. The 
District of Columbia also allows private schools to 
convert to charter status. Ten percent of all charter 
schools were private schools prior to their conversion to 
charter status. 

• The median student to teacher ratio for charter 
schools, 16 students per teacher, was slightly lower than 
the ratio for all public schools-17.2. 

• About two-thirds of charter schools had a student 
to computer ratio of fewer than 10 students per 
computer. About two-thirds of all schools with 
computers used for instruction had computers in 75 
percent of their classrooms. 

Students of Charter Schools: Nationwide, 
students in charter schools have similar 
demographic characteristics to students in all 
public schools. However, charter schools in 
some states serve significantly higher 
percentages of minority or economically 
disadvantaged students. 

• White students made up about 48 percent of charter 
school enrollment in 1998 compared to about 59 
percent of public school enrollment in 1997-98. The 
percentage of white students in charter schools is 
slightly lower than reported in 1997-98 

• Charter schools in several states-Connecticut, 
Illinois, Louisiana, Massachusetts, Michigan, 
Minnesota, New Jersey, North Carolina, and Texas­
enroll a much higher percentage of students of color 
than all public schools in those states. Charter schools 
in Alaska, California, and Georgia serve a higher 
proportion of white students than do all public schools 
in those states. 

• Nearly 7 of I 0 charter schools have a student 
racial/ethnic composition that is similar to their 
surrounding district. About 17 percent of charter 
schools serve a higher percentage of students of color 
than their surrounding district while about 14 percent 
have a lower percentage of students of color. 

• Charter schools enroll a slightly higher percentage 
of students eligible for free or reduced-price lunch than 
do all public schools in the 27 charter states. 

• The estimated percentage of limited English 
proficient (LEP) students in charter schools is about I 0 
percent, which is about the same as for all public 
schools in the 27 charter states. The percentage of LEP 
students is about the same as reported for 1997-98. 

• Without regard to differences across states, the 
reported percentage of students with disabilities at 
charter schools is about 8 percent, which is lower than 
the 11 percent for all public schools in these states. 

The Founding of Charter Schools: Most charter 
schools seek to realize an alternative vision of 
schooling. 

• Nearly two-thirds of newly created charter schools 
seek to realize an alternative vision of schooling, and an 
additional one-quarter of newly created schools were 
founded primarily to serve a special target population of 
students. More than one-third of pre-existing public 
schools report that they converted to charter status in 
order to gain autonomy from district and state 
regulations. 

• Nearly 4 of 10 charter schools that were previously 
private schools converted to charter status to realize an 
alternative vision of education. 

Challenges Implementing Charter Schools: 
Practically all charter schools have had to 
overcome obstacles during their development. 
Many of the obstacles have to do with resource 
limitations. 

• Most charter schools continue to cite resource 
limitations-either lack of start-up funds or inadequate 
operating funds-as serious challenges to their 
implementation. 

• Newly created charter schools were more likely to 
cite resource limitations as a major difficulty than pre­
existing charter schools. 

• A much lower percentage of charter schools that 
first opened in the 1998-99 school year report that start 
up funding was a major difficulty. For schools that 
opened in 1998-99 school year, 39 percent cited start 
up funds as a limitation, down from 59 percent for 
schools that opened in 1997-98 school year. The 
reduction is likely to reflect support from the federal 
charter school start up funding program. 



• About 4 of I 0 charter schools that were pre­
existing public schools reported that state or local board 
opposition or regulations presented obstacles to their 
school's implementation. About I in 5 schools that 
were formerly public indicated that they had difficulty 
with teacher unions or collective bargaining 
agreements. Fewer than I of 20 charter schools 
reported implementation difficulty due to federal 
regulations. 

Autonomy and Accountability: Charter schools 
have considerable autonomy. They are also 
held accountable to provide financial and 
student achievement reports to different 
constituencies. 

• The majority of charter schools reported they had 
primary control over most areas critical to school 
operations, including purchasing, hiring, scheduling, 
and curriculum. Slightly fewer charter schools reported 
that they had control over student admissions, student 
assessment, and budget. Compared to newly created 
charter schools, a lower proportion of pre-existing 
public schools said they had primary control in every 
category of control. 

• Most charter schools provide one or more non­
instructional services (e.g., health services, social 
services, and before and after school care). Newly 
created charter schools that provided services were 
about equally likely to provide the services themselves 
or to make arrangements for an outside provider. In 
contrast, about 6 of IO pre-existing charter schools rely 
on districts to provide services. Pre-existing private 
schools were equally likely to provide services 
themselves and use an outside provider. 

• More than 9 of I 0 charter schools were monitored 
for accountability in terms of school finances; nearly 9 
of I 0 for student achievement and for compliance with 
regulations; more than 8 of I 0 for student attendance; 
and more than 6 of I 0 for instructional practices. Each 
of these represent an increase in the percentage of 
schools reporting monitoring in these areas in 1996-97. 

• The 27 charter states differ greatly in how they 
approach accountability, with some following a 
"centralized" state agency approach, others a "market­
driven" approach, and still others a "district-based" 
approach that relies on local accountability within a 
framework of state testing. 

• More than 70 percent of charter schools (based on 
a selected sample of schools) said they made reports 
during the 1997-98 school year for accountability 
purposes to one or more constituencies, including their 
chartering agency, school governing board, state 
department of education, parents, the community, or 
private funders. 

• More than 9 of I 0 charter schools used student 
achievement tests, augmented by other measures of 
student performance and school success, to make 
reports to their chartering agency, the school's 
governing board, and/or parents. More than one-third 
of charter schools used at least seven measures of 
school performance, including standardized tests and 
other measures of student achievement, parent and 
student surveys, and behavioral indicators. 



ABOUT THIS REPORT 

The National Study of Charter Schools (the Study) is 
sponsored by the U.S. Department of Education as 
authorized by the 1994 amendments to the Elementary 
and Secondary Education Act. The Study is a 4-year 
research program to document and analyze the charter 
school movement. 

THE STUDY'S FOCUS 

The Study addresses three major research questions: 

• How have charter schools been implemented? 

• Under what conditions, if any, have they improved 
student achievement? 

• What impact have they had on public education? 

Drawing from research evidence, the Study also asks 
broad policy questions: 

• What models of education have charter schools 
developed that can be used by other public schools? 

• What lessons can be learned from the charter 
school experience for public education, and what 
implications should be drawn for state and national 
policy? 

• How might charter schools evolve in the coming 

decade? 

THE STUDY'S RESEARCH APPROACH 

The Study's research consists of (I) annual phone 
surveys of all charter schools; (2) repeated field visits to 
a sample of charter schools and their surrounding 
districts; (3) the administration of student achievement 
tests over time at a sample of charter schools; ( 4) the 
administration of teacher surveys to teachers in all field 
visit sites; (5) analyses across states of charter laws, 
state agency rulings and procedures, court rulings, and 
education policies; and (6) an examination of how 
charter school legislation and the existence of charter 
schools have affected school districts. 

This Report, the fourth annual report from the Study, 
presents findings that focus on describing how charter 
schools are being implemented. Other Study reports 
address the remaining questions listed above. This 
Report in particular provides concise summaries of data 
that describe selected characteristics of charter schools 
in comparison, wherever possible, to other public 
schools. 

Section A begins with an overview of the charter 
movement. It describes the growth of charter schools, 
paying particular attention to the differences across the 
charter states in terms of the number of charter schools 
and when they became operational. Since charter 
school legislation is unique to each state, we summarize 
key characteristics of the charter laws by state. 

Section B summarizes basic characteristics of charter 
schools compared to other public schools. School 
characteristics included in this section are school size, 
grade level configuration, student to teacher ratio, and 
student to computer ratio. 

Section C focuses on student demographic features of 
charter schools compared to other public schools. This 
section briefly describes the racial/ethnic composition 
of the schools, and the percentages of students that are 
low income, have disabilities, or have limited 
proficiency in English. 

Section D reviews data on several issues that are central 
to understanding how charter schools may operate 
differently from other public schools. These issues 
include the reasons why charter schools were started, 
challenges they have encountered during 
implementation, the autonomy they have for making 
critical decisions, and the ways in which they may be 
held accountable. 



THE REPORT'S DATA 

The findings presented in this Report rely on four 
waves of telephone surveys to all cooperating charter 
schools that were open between the 1995-96 and 1998-
99 school years, visits to 91 field sites across the 
country, and extensive analysis of state charter laws. 

In the first year of a school's involvement in the study, 
a school administrator was asked to respond to a new 
charter school telephone survey. In each subsequent 
year, the school administrator was asked to respond to a 
follow-up telephone survey. For the first wave of data 
collection (Spring 1996), 252 charter schools had 
opened prior to or during the 1995-96 school year. 
These schools were asked to respond to the new school 
survey in 1996 and follow-up surveys in 1997, 1998, 
and 1999. For the second wave of data collection 
(Spring 1997), 178 additional charter schools had 
opened and were asked to respond to the new school 
survey in 1997 and the follow-up surveys in 1988 and 
1999. For the third wave of data collection (Spring 
1998), 284 additional charter schools had opened and 
were asked to respond to the new school survey in 1998 
and the follow-up survey in 1999. For the fourth wave 
of data collection (Spring 1999), an additional 401 
charter schools had opened and were asked to respond 
to the new school survey in 1999. Survey response 
rates ranged from 78 to 91 percent. The number of 
charter schools surveyed and the number that responded 
are included in the table below. 

In general, this Report relies on the most recent 
information available but also draws from a range of 
years ( 1996-99). Unless otherwise noted, all charter 
school data presented in this report is drawn from the 
annual telephone survey data. Where possible, 1999 
data are used. If we did not have data from a 1999 
survey, the information is taken from previous surveys, 
the most recent of the 1998, 1997, or 1996 surveys. For 
a small number of questions, we asked for information 

only on selected surveys. In some cases, we only asked 
a question on the initial survey and not the follow-up 
survey. In those cases, we report the responses for all 
operating charter schools at the time of their first 
survey. In other cases, we only asked the question on a 
follow-up survey. When we report on data gathered 
only on a selected survey, we refer to a selected sample 
of schools. Responses for questions asked only on the 
1998 and 1999 fol low-up survey represent 87 percent of 
available charter schools (534 schools of a possible 614 
responded). 

ii should be noted that for tables in the Report that 
present data by state, we have omitted states where 
three or fewer charter schools responded to the survey 
in order to protect school confidentiality. We make an 
exception to this rule in reporting school enrollment 
data and in reporting data on the charter creation status. 
In addition, state-level data from states that have fewer 
than 10 charter schools may not be meaningful and 
should be interpreted with caution. It is also the case 
that some individual school data may be incomplete if 
specific survey items were not answered. All figures 
and tables report the total number of responses on 
which the findings are based. 

For some tables in the Report, data other than the 
telephone survey were gathered. To estimate charter 
school enrollment, we supplemented our telephone 
survey data with information from other sources. We 
drew on state sources in California, Colorado, the 
District of Columbia, Florida, North Carolina, Ohio, 
and Pennsylvania to include 1998-99 enrollment data 
for 36 missing schools in those states. The number of 
charter schools represented by these data is 1,011, 
which is 94 percent of our estimate of the 1,078 charter 
schools in operation during 1998-99. Enrollment for 
schools with multiple branches was summed across all 
branches. 

1 The Study's definition of a charter school is a school operating under state charter legislation. This definition excludes from the Study some 
charter-like schools. We have opted to exclude single state-sponsored specialty schools (e.g .. state schools for the arts. or schools for low· 
incidence special education students) even if they operate pursuant to the terms of a state-granted or charter-like contract. We have also 
excluded some states that do not have formal charter legislation but have policies that create schools that share some charter-like 
characteristics (Puerto Rico). 
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Some tables in this Report provide comparison 
infonnation about all public schools in the 27 states 
with operating charter schools. (For the purposes of 
the remainder of this Report, we refer to the District of 
Columbia as a "state.") Public school data come from 
the U.S. Department of Education, National Center for 
Education Statistics, Common Core of Data Survey 
1997-98. These data refer to all public schools 
(including charter schools) in the 27 charter states. For 

public school information on racial demographics, 
I, 177 schools or 2.1 percent of all 56,640 public 
schools reported racial information that was considered 
invalid because it did not match the total enrollment 
information. An additional 714 public schools did not 
report ethnicity data. The ethnicity tables are therefore 
calculated on the basis of 54,749 public schools. In all 
cases, we drew on the best comparative data available. 

Number of Charter Schools in the National Telephone Survey 

~ 
s~ 

Schools opened 

prior to or during 

the 1995-1996 

school year 

Additional 
schools as of the 

1996-1997 
school year 

Additional 
schools as of the 

1997-1998 
school year 

Additional 
schools as of the 

1998-1999 
school year 

Total as of l 
Septem her, t 

1996 1997 1998 1999 

.... I 
························"'····· .................................... .......................... ............................... .......................... ......................................... t: 

New Asked' 252 178 284 401 111 5 ~ii 
~II charter 

school 
survey Answered 230 

First Asked x 
follow-

up 
survey Answered x 

153 246 

228 149 

178 118 

369 

240 

203 

998' 

617 

499 
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Second Asked x x 224 145 
follow-

369 \ill 

up 
survey Answered x x 175 114 289 

Third Asked x x x 21 5 
follow-

' This number docs not reflect schools that opened during a panicular year. but the number of schools surveyed. Schools may have been 
surveyed for the first time in a year later than they first opened because they were either non-respondents in a previous survey year or we 
were unable to identify them as an operational chaner school in the school year in which they opened. 

-'This number includes 23 schools that were closed as of the 1998-1999 school year; 12 from the first wave of data collection (schools opened 
prior to the 1995-96 school year). 6 from the second wave of data collection (schools opened as of the 1996-97 school year). and 5 from the 
third wave of data collection (schools opened as of the 1997-98 school year). The 59 charter schools that have closed among all charter 
schools include schools that closed before the Study began, schools that did not respond to the telephone survey, and schools that closed in 
their first year before the Study was able to survey them. For the 1999 survey. an additional 60 schools were surveyed that had not responded 
to previous new school surveys. 
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THE EXPANDING CHARTER SCHOOL MOVEMENT 

Charter schools have spread rapidly across the country since the first two charter schools opened 
in 1992. The number of states with charter legislation continues to rise, as does the number of 
charter schools. State laws differ, but all grant charter schools some degree of autonomy over their 
educational programs and operations in exchange for greater accountability for student outcomes. 

• As of September 1999, 36 states and the District of 
Columbia had passed charter legislation and charter 
schools were in operation in 32 states. Three states­
New York, Oklahoma, and Oregon-enacted charter 
legislation in the 1998-99 legislative session. 

• As of September 1999, more than 1,400 charter 
schools were in operation. Counting "branch schools" in 
Arizona, in which similar instructional programs are 
operated at several school sites under one charter, there 
were more than 1,600 charter school sites in operation. 

• Continuing the trend, the largest yearly increase in 
the number of charter schools came in the most recent 
year, with 421 new schools opened as of September, 
1999. This growth in the number of charter schools was 

driven in part by large increases in several states. In 
Texas, 64 new schools opened in fall of 1999, while 
California had 56 new schools open. Charter schools 
continued to be concentrated in a small number of states: 
50 percent of charter schools were located in Arizona, 
California, Michigan, and Texas. 

• By the beginning of the 1999-2000 school year, 59 
charter schools, nearly 4 percent of all charter schools 
ever opened, had closed. The largest number of 
closures, 16 schools, came in Arizona, also the state with 
the largest number of charter schools. The closure rate 
in Arizona is slightly larger than the national average 
with more than 6 percent of schools closing. 

Estimated Number of Operational Charter Schools, by Year 
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Estimated Number of Charter Schools in Operation as of September 1999, by State 
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NOTE: The Study reports the number of charters given to individual entities, though some charters may use space within another school or be 
connected to another school by another arrangement. The number of charters shown above does not include the total number of school sites 
operating under a charter. Some charters, particularly in Arizona, run similar programs in several sites. In those cases, the Study only counts 
the charter once. Several charters In California were awarded to districts or complexes of schools. Since previously each school within the 
group was a separate school, the Study counts each school as a separate charter school. Taking into account multiple school sites operating 
under a single charter (121), the Study estimates that the total number of school sites operating under charters was 1,605 (l ,484+ 121) as of 
September 1999. 

SOURCE: The Study contacted officials at each state department of education and supplemented their information from a variety of sources, 
including the Common Core of Data Survey (1997-98), charter school directories, and state charter school resource centers. 

1 The column "Total schools closed a~ of Sept. 1999" renects the cumulative number of chaner schools closed since 1992. 
1 The number of schools that opened in the 1998-99 school year is slightly different for some states than the number of schools reponed as of September 

1998. The 1998-99 column includes several schools that opened later in the 1998-99 school year. 



A. STATES AHO CHARTER SCHOOLS 

STATE CHARTER LEGISLATION 

Charter schools are a state phenomenon. Each piece of legislation grows from a state context and 
the laws create differences in the types and number of charter schools opened in each state, the 
level of freedom afforded charter schools, and the amount of accountabiUty required of the schools. 

• Who can grant charters: The number and types of 
agencies allowed to grant charters differ by state. In 14 
states, only the local board can grant charters and in 8 of 
those states, the decision of the local board can be 
appealed to a higher authority. In seven states, some 
state level agency (usually the State Board ofEducalion) 
is the only charter granting agency. In the remaining 16 
states, multiple agencies are authorized to grant 
charters—usually local boards and a state body. In five 
stales with multiple charter granting agencies, 
universities (IHEs) also can grant charters. 

• Charter creation status: Charter schools can either 
be newly created or can be schools that were previously 
district public schools or private schools. Each of the 37 
states with charter legislation allows pre-existing public 
schools to convert to charter status. Al l stales except 
Mississippi allow newly created schools. Legislation in 
10 states allows private schools to convert directly lo 

charter status, while an additional 3 states allow private 
schools to become charters under specific conditions. 

• Number of charter schools allowed: Thirteen of the 
37 charter states do not limit the number of charter 
schools allowed to open in the state. Two states (Texas 
and Nevada) place some limit on the number of charter 
schools but do not limit the number of schools that enroll 
at-risk students. The remaining 22 states either limit the 
total number of schools in the slate, the number allowed 
by district, or the number allowed per year. 

• Duration of charter term: Charter schools are 
established as limited-term contracts—at the end of the 
contract period, the charter must be renewed. Charter 
terms range between 3 and 5 years in 31 states. Arizona 
and the District of Columbia have the longest charter 
terms—15 years although both states require a review at 
the end of 5 years. 

Key Dimensions of Charter Legislation, by State 
Charter creation status 

Duration of | 
charter term 1 

(years) | 
State Who can grant charter Newly 

created 

Pre­
existing 
public 

Pre­
existing 
private 

Number of charter 
schools allowed 

Duration of | 
charter term 1 

(years) | 

Alaska Local boards Yes Yes No 30 Up to 5 s 

Arizona Local boards. State board, and State 
charter board 

Yes Yes Yes No limit 

Arkansas State board Yes Yes No No limit 3 1 
California Local boards + appeals Yes Yes No 100 annually 

1 
5 , 

Colorado Local boards + appeals Yes Yes No No limit 5 > 

Connecticut State board Yes Yes No 24 5 V 

Delaware Local boards for conversions and State 
Board for newly created 

Yes Yes No No limit 3 -

District of Col. Local boards. State board, and State 
charter board + appeals 

Yes Yes Yes 20 annually 15 „ 

Florida Local boards -i- appeals Yes Yes No' Other limits' 3 

Georgia State board Yes Yes No No limit 5 " 

Hawaii State board Yes Yes No 25 4 -' 

Idaho Local boards + appeals Yes Yes No 60' Up to 5 

Illinois Local boards with State board review -t-
appeals 

Yes Yes Ho' 45 i 
3-5 1 

Kansas Local boards Yes Yes No 15 3 1 
Louisiana Local boards and State board + appeals Yes Yes No 42 5 1 
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···········-~-~~-r.te.r..c:j;::~ie>.11 .. s.t.~~~:e:········ Number of charter Duration of I 
State Who can grant charter Ne~lyd existing existing schools allowed chan~r ter~ j.~ 

....................................................................................................................................... ~~~~---~ ............ P~.!?.1.!c: ........... P..~.1.11~.t.e. .......................................................................... V.~~-~---·j 
Massachusetts Local boards for conversions and State Yes Yes No 50 5 1 

board for newly created [ 
~::: 

Michigan Local boards and IHEs Yes Yes Yes No limit Up to 10 ff 

Minnesota Local boards and IHEs + appeals Yes Yes Yes No limit 3 
t~ 
J~ 

Mississippi Local boards and State board No Yes No 6 4 to 6 1: 

Missouri Local boards, IHEs, and community 
colleges' 

Yes Yes Yes Other limits' 5-10 i 
:;-::: 

Nevada Both Local boards and State board Yes Yes 

New Hampshire Local boards + appeals Yes Yes 

No Other limits' 

No 10 annually' 

3 
~~: 

~~= 
~~~ 

[ 
t 
t 

New Jersey State Commissioner Yes Yes No 135' 4 m 

New Mexico Local boards and State board Yes Yes 

New York Local boards, state board, SUNY board of Yes Yes 
trustees 

North Carolina Local boards, State board, and IHEs Yes Yes 

Ohio Local boards and State board Yes Yes 

Oklahoma Local boards + appeals Yes Yes 

Oregon Local boards and State board Yes Yes 

Pennsylvania Local boards Yes Yes 

Rhode Island State board Yes Yes 

South Carolina Local boards + appeals Yes Yes 

Texas Local boards for conversions and State Yes Yes 
board for newly created 

Utah State board Yes Yes 

Virginia Local boards Yes Yes 

Wisconsin Local boards Yes Yes 

No 20 annually'" 

No 100 new; unlimited 
public conversion 

Yes 100 

No No limit 

No Other limits" 

No Other limits" 

Yes No limit 

No 20 

Yes No limit 

Yes No limit" 

No 8 

No 2 per district 

Yes 1
• No limit 

5 

5 

Up to 5 

3 

Up to 5 

3 to 5 

Up to 5 

3 

Specified in 
charter 

3 

3 

Up to 5 

~i:: 

' Although Florida's legislation does not allow private schools to apply directly for charter status. the state allows private schools to convert to charter 
status if they disband. reincorporate as a new organization with a new board. and enroll students in a public lottery. 

' While Florida's legislation does not specify a statewide limit on the number of charter schools, the legislation does restrict the number of charters 
granted in each district based on district size. The effective cap for the state is 974 schools. 

' Illinois' legislation stipulates that a private school must cease operation as a private school before applying for charter status. 
4 Idaho's legislation limits the annual number of new charters to 12 with a statewide limit of 60. 
' Missouri's legislation limits charter schools to SI. Louis and Kansas City with those districts. colleges and universities. and community colleges 

authorized to grant charters only in St. Louis and Kansas City. 
'' Missouri's legislation states that no more than 5 percent of the buildings used for instruction in a district may be converted to charter schools. 
1 Nevada's legislation limits the number of charters granted in each district based on district size, creating an effective cap of about 17 schools, with an 

exception for schools focusing on at-risk students. 
'New Hampshire's legislation allows 10 new charters annually until the year 2000. 
"Charter legislation in New Jersey requires a legislative review (including a review of the number of charter schools allowed) in 2000. 
"'New Mexico's legislation allows up to 20 new schools annually up to a maximum of 100 schools. 
" Oklahoma's legislation only allows charter schools in districts enrolling 5,000 or more students. 
"Oregon's legislation limits charter school enrollment to 10 percent of the total number of students enrolled in public schools in the district. 
"Texas' legislation does not limit campus charters (schools that were previously district public schools) but limits open-enrollment charters (newly 

created schools or previously private schools) to 100 with no limit for charters serving at-risk students. 
"Wisconsin's legislation allows the conversion of private schools only in Milwaukee. 



NEWLY CREATED AND PRE-EXISTING CHARTER SCHOOLS 

Charter school legislation allows charter schools to be created in several different ways. Groups 
of pare11ts, teachers, and commu11ity members can start newly created schools. In addition, public 
and private schools may be able to convert to charter school status. Because the types of 
authorized charter schools vary state by state, characteristics of charter schools often differ from 
one state to a11other. Some states have many charter schools that were pre-existing public schools, 
while in other states there are few. 

• As of the 1998-99 school year, 72 percent of all 
charter schools were newly created schools. An 
additional 18 percent had been pre-existing public 
schools before becoming charter schools, while 10 
percent had been pre-existing private schools. 

• Newly created schools continued to make up the 
majority of charter schools created in each year. Pre­
existing public schools, which constituted 44 percent of 
all charter schools opened in the 1994-95 school year or 
earlier, constituted only 15 percent of charter schools 
opened in the 1998-99 school year. This decline in the 
percentage of charter schools that converted from pre­
existing public schools was due in part to the fact 

that 37 percent of charter schools that were pre-existing 
public schools were located in California and converted 
in the first years that California had a charter school law. 

• Legislation in the 27 states with operating charter 
schools in 1998-99 permits the conversion of existing 
public schools to charter schools. In 26 of these states, 
state charter legislation allows the creation of new 
charter schools as well. Twelve states permit pre­
existing private schools to become charter schools, 
although some states require that the private schools 
disband and reconstitute themselves before applying for 
a charter or limit the geographic areas in which private 
schools may convert to become charter schools. 

Estimated Percentage of Charter Schools, by Creation Status 

Newly created 72% 

Pre-existing private 10% 

NOTE: These data are based on responses from all 975 open charter schools that responded to the survey. Although Nevada had one 
open charter school as of the 1998-99 school year, that school did not respond to the survey. 
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3. Newly Created and Pre*exisiln9 Charter! 

Estimated Number and Percentage of Newly Created and Pre-existing Charter Schools, by 
Year of School Opening 

Number of charter 
schools Newly created Pre-existing public Pre-existing 

Total in 1998-99 975 704 173 98 1 
% of Total 72.2 17.7 10.1 1 

Percentage of schools (%) 
Opened 1994-95 or earlier 94 53.2 43.6 3.2 1 
Opened 1 995-96 145 64.1 20.7 15.2 1 
Opened 1 996-97 171 66.7 17.5 15.8 1 
Opened 1 997-98 252 82.5 9.9 7-5 1 
Opened 1 998-99 313 76.4 15.0 

issMSissisSissss: 
8.6 1 

Estimated Number and Percentages of Charter Schools, by Creation Status and State' 

Total Newly created Pre-existing public Pre-existing private |:! 

All schools # % # % # * i 
Total 975 704 72.2 173 17.7 98 10.1 i 

Alaska 16 16 100.0 0 0.0 NA NA 1 
Arizona 166 119 71.7 18 10.8 29 17.5 1 
California 149 85 57.0 64 43.0 NA NA 1 
Colorado 59 52 88.1 6 10.2 r 1-7 1 
Connecticut 16 16 100.0 0 0.0 NA NA 1 
Delaware 4 4 100.0 0 0.0 NA NA 1 
District of Columbia 15 10 66.7 3 20.0 2 13.3 1 
Florida 65 58 89.2 2 3.1 5' 7.7 
Georgia" 25 2 8.0 23 92.0 NA NA 1 

Hawaii 2 0 0.0 2 100.0 NA NA 1 
Idaho 2 1 50.0 1 50.0 NA NA 1 
Illinois 12 9 75.0 1 8.3 2' 16.7 1 
Kansas 15 7 46.7 7 46.7 1' 6.7 1 
Louisiana 11 8 72.7 3 27.3 NA NA 1 
Massachusetts 34 30 88.2 4 11.8 NA NA 1 
Michigan 124 90 72.6 8 6.5 26 21.0 1 
Minnesota 37 31 83.8 4 10.8 2 

Mississippi 1 NA NA 1 100.0 NA NA 1 
New Jersey 26 26 100.0 0 0.0 NA NA 1 
New Mexico 5 NA' NA 5 100.0 NA NA |i 

North Carolina 52 43 82.7 2 3.8 7 13.5 1 
Ohio 7 7 100.0 0 0.0 NA NA 1 
Pennsylvania 23 19 82.6 0 0.0 4 17.4 1 
Rhode Island 2 1 50.0 1 50.0 NA NA 1 
South Carolina 4 2 50.0 2 50.0 0 0.0 1 
Texas 77 52 67.5 9 11.7 16 20.8 1 
Wisconsin 26 16 61.5 7 26.9 3* 

î iSiSi:::?;;:::-::::::̂ ^̂ ^ S \ s ^ 

NOTE: These data are based on responses from all 975 open charter schools that responded to the survey. 

' NA indicates that the state's legislation did not allow for that type of charter school when the schools that responded to our survey received 
their charters. Several states have since changed their laws to allow more types of chaner schools. 

" Colorado does not allow private schools to become eharter schools, but one charter school was a pre-existing program for adjudicated youth. 
' Although Florida's law does not allow private schools to apply directly to become charter schools, private schools may disband, reincorporate 

as new organizations with new boards, and apply for charters if they agree to enroll students through a public lottery. 
•"The original charter laws in Georgia, New Mexico, and Arkansas did not permit newly created charter schools, but legislative changes in 

1998-99 have resulted in laws that now allow newly created charter schools. 
' Illinois charter legislation stipulates that a private school must cease operation as a private school before applying for charter status. 
'' Kansas law does not allow private schools to become charter schools. We are still clarifying the status of one school that reported it was 

previously a priv,ite school. 
' New Mexico legislation was amended in 1999 to allow newly created schools, but this change was too eariy for newly created schools to be 

surveyed for this report. 
* Wisconsin's law allows for the conversion of private .schools only in Milwaukee. 
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lilPilHARACtERISTlCS^OF CHARTER SCHOOLS 

ENROLLMENT BY STATE 

As in past years, charter schools enrolled a relatively small percentage of public school students 
nationwide. Only three states had 2 percent or more of their public school enrollment in charter 
schools, with the District of Columbia enrolling the greatest percentage of students in charter 
schools. However, the number of students enrolled in charter schools continued to grow, with 
California charter schools continuing to enroll the greatest number of students. As the number of 
charter schools increases and student enrollment in charter schools expands, their potential impact 
on public education also increases. 

In 1998-99, the Study estimated that charter school percent of its public school students enrolled in charter 
enrollment totaled 252,009 in the 27 states with open schools, the highest percentage of public school students 
charter schools. This enrollment was 0.8 percent of all enrolled in charter schools in all 27 charter states, 
students in public schools in the 27 charter states. Arizona had 4 percent of their public school students 

• With 73,905 students in charter schools, California enrolled in charter schools, while Colorado had 2 per-
had the most charter school students of any state. More 

than half of all charter school students (52 percent) are • The percentage of public school students enrolled in 
enrolled in charter schools in three states: Arizona, charter schools increased in all 27 charter states in the 
California, and Michigan. 1998-99 school year as compared to the 1997-98 school 

• The District of Columbia, with an estimated .3,364 y^̂ *̂ ' 
students enrolled in charter schools, had more than 4 

Estimated Enrollment in Charter Schools and All Public Schools in the 27 Charter States 
Charter school All public school % of public school students | i 

State enrollment, 1998-99 enrollment, Fall 1997 who are in charter schools 1 
Total 252,009 31,526,771 

Alaska 2,047 132,122 i.6 1 
Arizona 32,209 815,388 4.0 i 
California 73,905 5,728,341 1-3 i 
Colorado 13,911 687,167 2.0 1 
Connecticut 1,613 535,162 0.3 1 
Delaware 988 111,960 0.9 1 
District of Columbia 3,364 77,111 4.4 1 
Florida 10,561 2,294,001 0.5 1 
Ceorgia 18,611 1,375,980 1.4 i 
Hawaii 790 189,887 0.4 1 
Idaho 57 244,341 0.1 1 
Illinois 3,333 2,008,519 0-2 1 
Kansas 1,545 468,687 0.3 1 
Louisiana 1,589 776,305 0.2 1 
Massachusetts 9,673 949,006 10 1 
Michigan 25,294 1,686,760 1.5 1 
Minnesota 4,670 851,772 0.6 1 
Mississippi 340 507,776 0.1 1 
New Jersey 4,001 1,249,910 0.3 1 
New Mexico 4,601 331,673 1.4 1 
North Carolina 9,51 3 1,236,063 0.8 p 
Ohio 2,509 1,871,195 0.1 1 
Pennsylvania 5,474 1,815,151 0-3 1 
Rhode Island 397 1 53,321 0.3 1 
South Carolina 364 650,755 0.1 1 
Texas 18.590 3,896,638 0.5 1 
Wisconsin 2,060 881,780 0.2 i 

NOTE: Charter school enrollment Includes data for 1,010 charter schools and Is based on responses from all 975 open charter schools 
that responded to the survey, supplemented with data from state departments of education. 

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Common Core of Data Survey, 1997-98. 



Charter School Enrollment as a Percentage of Public School Enrollment, by State 1 
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' We do not have 1998-99 data for Idaho. Mississippi, and Ohio because their charter schools were not open at the time of our 1998-99 survey. 
In 1997-98. the number of studenls enrolled in South Carolina charter schools was too small 10 register on the scale. 



iiiplCiCHARACffRISTICS OFCHARTER SCHOOLS 

SCHOOL SIZE 

As in past years, charter schools continued to be small schools. In fact, a high percentage of char­
ter schools enrolled fewer than 200 students. Newly created charter schools especially continued 
to enroll, on average, fewer students than other public schools. This tendency towards small 
school size may refiect a desire on the part of charter school founders and parents for structuring 
their schools in a way that enables them to provide intimate, nurturing school communities. 

• Charter schools tend to enroll, on average, fewer 
students than all public schools. During the 1998-99 
school year, the median number of students in charter 
schools was 137, compared to a median of 475 in all 
public schools. 

• Similar to data reported in previous years, in 
1998-99 more than 3 times as many charter schools as 
compared to other public schools enrolled fewer than 
200 students (65 percent and 17 percent respectively). 
Nearly 4 times as many charter schools as compared to 
other public schools enrolled fewer than 100 students 
(35 percent and 9 percent respectively). 

• Newly created charter schools were especially like­
ly to be smaller schools than other public schools, with a 
median enrollment of 128. Charter schools that were 

pre-existing public schools had a median enrollment of 
368, much closer to the median enrollment of all public 
schools. 

• Only 8 percent of charter schools enrolled more 
than 600 students, as opposed to 35 percent of all public 
schools. And only 1 percent of charter schools enrolled 
more than 1,000 students, as compared to 11 percent of 
all public schools. 

• Few newly created schools enrolled large numbers 
of students, with only 10 schools, slightly more than 1 
percent, enrolling more than 1,000. Pre-existing public 
and all public schools each had approximately 10 per­
cent of their schools enrolling more than 1,000 students. 
Since the Study's last report, the median size of newly 
created charter schools increased from 111 to 128. 

Estimated School Size for Charter Schools and All Public Schools in the 27 Charter States 

Charter School Creation Status 

All public 
schools 

Charter 
school sites Newly created Pre-existing 

public 
Pre-existing ^ 

private s. 

Number of schools 56,640 1,046 704 173 98 

Median number of students 475 137 128 368 159 

School Enrollment Range % of schools 

1-99 8.6 34.8 36.5 19.1 

100-199 8.6 30.4 32.5 19.7 

200-599 48.2 25.6 26.1 27.2 

600-999 24.2 6.4 3.4 23.7 

1,000 or more 10.6 1.2 1.4 10.4 

32.7 

35.7 

28.6 

2.0 

1.0 

NOTE: The third column called "Charter school sites" Includes data for 1,046 charter schools and is based on 2 sources of data: (1) 
responses from 1,010 open charter schools and individual branches that responded to the survey and (2) enrollment data for 36 charter 
schools from state-level sources. The percentages in columns 4, 5, and 6 for the different types of charter schools includes data on all 
975 charter schools that responded to the survey; we were unable to obtain information on charter school creation status for the 36 
charter schools for whom enrollment data was obtained from state-level sources. 

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Common Core of Data Survey, 1 997-98. 
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Estimated Distribution of School Size for Charter Schools and All Public Schools 
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;i|!lAi»S;iCHARACPRI^^ 

GRADE LEVEL CONFIGURATION 

State charter laws give charter developers the freedom to choose the grade structure and age range 
ofthe students their schools will serve. A large number of charter schools have chosen to reduce 
the number of transitions from school to school by keeping their students at the same school for an 
extended period of time. At least twice as many charter schools as compared to all public schools 
served students in K-8, K-12, or ungraded grade spans, tn addition, the vast majority of charter 
schools that reported "other" grade configurations served students in at least two of the tradition­
al elementary, middle, and high school grade configurations. 

• In 1998-99, about one-half (52 percent) of all char­
ter schools were structured according to a traditional 
grade-level configuration of elementary, middle, or high 
school as compared to more than three-fourths (78 per­
cent) of all public schools in the 27 charter states (in 
1997-98). 

• In comparison to other public schools, almost 3 
limes as many charter schools spanned kindergarten 
through 8th grade (16 percent), almost 4 times as many 
charter schools spanned kindergarten through 12th grade 
(8 percent), almost twice as many charter schools 
spanned the middle-high grades (10 percent), and over 
twice as many charter schools had "other" grade config­
urations (5 percent). 

• The highest percentage of both charter and other 
public schools were elementary schools—but nearly 
twice as many other public schools were elementary (47 
percent) as compared to charter schools (25 percent). 

• The high school grade configuration was the only 
one with approximately equal percentages in both char­
ter (17 percent) and other public schools (15 percent). 
Pre-existing public charter schools were more likely to 
be high schools (23 percent) than were either newly cre­
ated (16 percent) or pre-existing private charter schools 
(10 percent). Charter schools that were pre-existing pri­
vate or newly created were more likely to serve primary, 
K-8, K-12, and other grade levels than were pre-exist­
ing public schools. 

Estimated Grade Level Distribution for Charter Schools and All Public Schools in the 27 
Charter States' 

Charter Ŝ ^ Status 
All public Charter ! , . Pre-existing Pre-existing 

schools schools ; . 1 . . . . p.ublk P.r|yate 
....N.M.Wber p f schoojs .56^640 975 j 704 173 98 

.?!'..9.f..S|?.h.99.!* 
Primary 6.0 8.0 \ 8.2 4.6 12 2 

Elementary 46.9 25.2 i 23.2 35.8 21 4 

Middle 15.2 9.7 i 11.5 8.1 0 0 

K-8 5.6 15.7 i 1 5.8 9.8 25 5 

Middle-high 5.7 9.9 i 9.8 9.8 112 

High 15.4 16.6 i 16.1 22.5 10 2 

K-12 2.3 8.0 i 8.0 5.2 13 3 

Other 2.2 5.0 I 5.8 1.7 5 1 

Ungraded 0.8 1.7 I 1 7 2 3 1 0 

NOTE: These data are based on responses from all 975 open charter schools that responded to the survey. 

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Common Core of Data Survey, 1997-98. 

Grade levels are defined as follows: Primary includes only grades K-3; Elementary includes any of grades K-3 and at least one of grades 4-6; 
Middle includes any of grades .5-8 and no grades K ^ or 9-12; K-8 includes any of grades K -1 , and any of grades 4-6 and any of grades 7-8 
and no grades 9-12; Middle-high includes any of grades 6-8 and any of grades 9-12 and no grades K-5; High includes any of grades 9-12 and 
no grades K-8; K-12 includes any of grades K-3 and any of grades 4-6 and any of grades 7-8 and any of grades 9-12; Other includes all 
other grade breakdowns; Ungraded indicates that no grade levels are used at the school. 
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;iiiiASiC;;:CHARACreRISTICS OF CHARTER SCHOOLS 

STUDENT TO TEACHER RATIO 

Many charter school developers reported that they created their schools in part to provide small­
er classes and that parents often chose their schools because their class sizes were low. Using a 
common approximation of class size-the student to teacher ratio-we found that class sizes were 
slightly smaller, on average, in charter schools than in other public schools, although there was 
variation across schools with different grade configurations. Charter school class sizes varied 
more than class sizes in other public schools. Class sizes at charter schools were likely to be small­
er when compared to other public schools at schools that served younger students. Charter schools 
that served high-school students tended to have class sizes that were the same or larger than other 
public schools. 

• In 1998-99, most charter schools had a slightly teacher ratio was at the ungraded schools, with ungrad-
lower teacher to student ratio than did all public schools ed charter schools having a much higher student to 
in the 27 charter states (in 1997-98). The median stu- teacher ratio, 18.8 students per teacher, as compared to 
dent to teacher ratio for charter schools was 16.0 as com- 8.8 students per teacher in other public schools. 
pared to 17.2 for all public schools. . , . , 

• A higher proportion of all public schools had stu-
• The difference between charter and all public dent to teacher ratios in the mid-range (16-20 students 
schools in the median teacher to student teacher ratio per teacher), while charter schools were more likely to 
was about two students per teacher at the primary, K-12, have both smaller and larger class sizes. Some cases of 
and "other" grade levels. The gap was less than one at high student to teacher ratios for charter schools—espe-
the elementary, K-8, middle, middle-high, and high cially at the high school level—may reflect the school's 
school levels. use of non-traditional educational approaches such as 

rp, ^, . , , , , ,u u . self-paced computer assisted instruction and distance 
• The most noticeable difference between the charter i ^ • 
school and the all public school median student to rning. 

Student to Teacher Ratio for Charter Schools and all Public Schools in the 27 Charter 
States' 

Charte^^ All p u b l k schools 

Number of schools Median student-teacher Number of schools Median student-teacher 
ratio ta l i9_* 

Total 945 16.0 51,505 17.2 

Primary 77 15.8 2,880 ' 7 6 ^ 

Elementary 238 1 7.1 24,596 1 7 8 

K-8 1 51 16.3 2,985 1 7 0 

Middle 91 15.4 8,015 16 4 

Middle-high 95 1 5.0 2,532 14 9 -

High 154 16.4 7,859 16 5 

K-12 73 1 5.0 1,1 79 1 3 1 , 

Other 49 14.6 1,097 16 1 ' 

Ungraded 17 18.8 362 8 8 ' 

NOTE: These data are based on responses from 945 of the 975 open charter schools that responded to the survey. Of the 
missing 30 schools, 20 did not respond to the relevant survey questions and 10 which reported zero instructional staff were 
removed from the computation. 

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Common Core of Data Survey, 1997-98. 

We were able to obtain all public .schools dala on the number of students and the number of cla.ssroom teachers by school. Similarly, most of 
the charter schools (828 out of 94.5) provided infoimation on number of full-time equivalent teachers, including regular classroom teachers, 
special area or resource teachers, and long-term substitutes. This number of teachers excludes instructional aides. Because of differing survey 
questions from year to year, the reinaining 117 schools that did not complete a 1999 survey were a.sked to provide information on instructional 
staff, including certified classroom teachers, noncertified classroom teachers, resource teachers, certified special education teachers, and other 
instructional staff (excluding instructional aides). The definition of number of classroom teachers wil l therefore vary soinewhat according to 
the year in which the school responded. 
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Estimated Percentage of Instructional Staff in Charter Schools and All Public Schools in 
the 2 7 Charter States 
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lilASlCieHARAmRIS^^^ SCHOOLS 

COMPUTERS FOR INSTRUCTION 

Computers are essential tools in today's technological workplaces. One way in which schools can 
help prepare their students for the future is to provide significant exposure to computers at an early 
age. The varied nature of each school's educational vision in combination with often limited 
finances may determine the extent to which schools view technology as a priority. Most charter 
school classrooms were equipped with computers for instruction, student-computer ratios were 
low, and the majority of computers were capable of running advanced applications. These find­
ings are similar to the findings reported last year, although this year there was a decrease in the 
percentage of schools reporting no classrooms with computers used for instruction. 

• Averaging across schools, the estimated mean stu­
dent to computer ratio in charter schools was 8.9 stu­
dents per computer, which was slightly lower than the 
estimated average (10.0 students per computer) for all 
public schools in 1996-97.1 Two-thirds of our sample of 
charter schools had a student to computer ratio of fewer 
than 10 students per computer and almost one-third had 
student to computer ratios of less than 5 students per 
computer. Of the charter schools that reported having 
computers, the estimated median student to computer 
ratio was 6.2 students per computer. 

• Of those charter schools that used computers for 
instruction, nearly two-thirds (66 percent) had at least-

three-quarters of their computers capable of running 
multimedia applications. Only a small proportion of 
charter schools (6 percent) did not have any computers 
capable of running advanced applications. 

• The majority of charter schools made student use of 
computers a part of classroom instruction—96 percent 
of charter schools had classrooms equipped with com­
puters. Approximately two-thirds (67 percent) of these 
charter schools had computers available for instruction 
in more than three-quarters of their classrooms. Only 13 
percent of the schools with computers available for stu­
dent instruction had no classrooms with computers. 

Estimated Student to Computer Ratio for a Selected Sample of Charter Schools 

Total in sample # of schools 921 % of schools 
1 to less than 5 
5 to less than 10 
1 0 or more 

0 computers used for instruction 

277 
332 
275 

37 

30.1 
36.0 
29.9 

4.0 

Estimated Percentage of Charter Schools Using Computers in their Classrooms and 
Percentage of Computers Capable of Running Multimedia Applications 

Charter schools that have the fo l lowing proport ion of 

Total in sample 

None 
Up to one-quarter 
One-quarter to one-half 
One-half to three-quarters 
Three-quarters to all 

Classrooms wi th computers 

used for instruction 

# of schools % of schools 

882 

Computers wi th mult imedia capacity' 

# of schools % of schools 

876 
116 

77 
66 
33 

590 

13.2 
8.7 
7.5 
3.7 

66.9 

49 
80 

105 
68 

574 
iiSiiiiiJSiSJJSS!; 

5.6 
9.1 

12.0 
7.8 

65.5 

NOTE: These data are based on responses from 921 of the 975 open charter schools that responded to the survey and provided 
information on computers for instruction (4 schools were excluded because their student to computer ratios were too high to be 
considered valid). The second table relies on the 888 open charter schools that reported they had at least one computer. In columns 2 
and 3, 6 schools did not report on percent of classrooms with computers, and in columns 4 and 5, 1 2 schools did not report on the 
percentage of multimedia computers. 

' Computers and Classrooms: The Status of Technology in U.S. High Schools. May 1997. Princeton, NJ: Educational Testing .Service. Policy 
Information Center. This average represents all .50 states. 

^ The di.slribution of schools with multimedia or advanced capacity is similar acro.ss charter schools without regard to the number of computers at 
the school with one exception, schools with 10 or fewer computers are less likely to have multimedia capacity than schools with more than 10. 
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STUDENT RACIAL/ETHNIC COMPOSITION 

Critics and advocates alike have feared that charter schools would primarily serve white students. 
This has not turned out to be the case. Overall, charter schools enrolled a larger percentage of 
students of color than all public schools in the states with open charter schools. Over the last 3 
years, the percentage of white students served by charter schools has slightly declined. At the local 
level, most charter schools had about the same proportion of white students (within 20 percent) as 
their surrounding districts. 

versus 17 percent) than all public schools in the 27 
charter states. 

• The percentage of white students in charter schools 
declined from 52 percent in the 1996-97 school year to 
about 48 percent in the 1998-99 school year. 

• In 1998-99, using the total number of students as 
the base for calculation, charter schools enrolled 
approximately 11 percent fewer white students than all 
public schools (48 percent versus 59 percent) in the 27 
charter states (in 1997-98). Charter schools were more 
likely than all public schools to serve black students 
(almost 24 percent versus 17 percent) and Hispanic 
students (21 percent versus 18 percent). 

• In order to examine the racial/ethnic variability 
across schools, we also calculated the average of the 
schools' racial/ethnic percentages. On average, charter 
schools enrolled a significantly lower percentage of 
white students (50 percent versus 63 percent) and a 
much larger percentage of black students (27 percent 

• Sixty-nine percent of charter schools were within 20 
percent of their surrounding district's percentage of 
nonwhite students, while almost 18 percent had a 
distinctly higher percentage of students of color than 
their surrounding district. Approximately 14 percent of 
schools had a lower percentage of students of color than 
their surrounding district. 

Racial/Ethnic Composition of Charter School Students Compared to All Public School 
Students in the 27 Charter States 

............................................................................................................................................................................................................................ r ......................................................... :''': 
Students i Schools J 

i Average of school% of @ 
. students in racial \ 

#of students in category % of students in category cate or l 
................................................................................................................................................................... 9 ..... ¥ ................... ::::: 

Racial/ethnic categories Charter All public Charter All public Charter All public F 
schools schools schools schools schools schools k 

-""-"""""""":r.~~-~i·-~-~-~-~~;-"""-""-"""""""""-"""""""""""" .. ._._._ ........ ._ . ._._._._._._._ . ._._'_2.'_~_<>;_2.·~~--"-""-""j_();6·~~;-~,i'i __ ._._._._._._._._._._._._._._._._._._._._._._._._._._._._._._._._._._._._._._._._._._._._._._._.__._._._ __ ._._._._._._._._._._._._._._._._._r-.-.-.-.-.-.-.-.-.-.-.-.-~.?"£.-..-.-.--.-.-~---···-.~~>-~-~""""1~-
White. not of Hispanic origin 110,434 18, l 02,767 48.2 59.0 50.0 62.7 jjj 
Black, not of Hispanic origin 53,926 5,289,814 23.5 17.2 26.8 

Hispanic 48,352 5,65 7,976 21. l 18.4 16.2 

Asian or Pacific Islander 7,687 1,354,509 3.4 4.4 2.4 

American Indian or Alaska Native 5,976 283,950 2.6 l.O 3.8 

Other' 2,712 NA l.2 NA 0.9 

NOTE: The data for the table on this page are based on responses from 927 of the 975 open charter schools that responded 
to the survey. The 927 schools were those with valid racial data; that is, schools where the number of students in the 
racial/ethnic categories was equal to the total student enrollment reported. The data comparing charter student racial/ethnic 
composition to their surrounding districts on the facing page are based on responses from 924 of the 975 open charter 
schools that responded to our survey and where the relevant district could be identified. 

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Common Core of Data Survey, 1997-98. 

1 The Na1ional Center for Education S1a1istics does no1 repon an "01ht:r'' racial ca1egory. 
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STUDENT RACIAL/ETHNIC DISTRIBUTION 

The racial/ethnic compoition of students in both charter schools and all public schools varies 
greatly by state. In most states, the racial/ethnic distribution of charter schools did not mirror the 
distribution in all public schools. Charter schools in approximately three-fifths of the charter 
states enrolled a higher percentage of nonwhite students than all public schools in those states. In 
slightly less than one-fifth of the charter states, charter schools enrolled a lower percentage of 
nonwhite students. 

• In 1998-99, charter schools in 19 states enrolled an 
equal or greater percentage (by at least 5 percent) of 
nonwhite students than all public schools in those states 
(in 1997-98). 

• In 14 states, the percentage of nonwhite students 
enrolled in charter schools was higher (by at least 5 
percent) than the percentage of nonwhite students in all 
public schools. Charter schools in 6 of the 13 states that 
had 20 or more charter schools-Massachusetts, 
Michigan, Minnesota, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, and 
Texas-enrolled at least 20 percent more nonwhite 
students than all public schools in those states. 

• In six states, charter schools and all public schools 
served approximately the same percentage of nonwhite 
students (within 5 percent). Two of these states (Arizona 
and Colorado) had more than 20 charter schools. 

• Charter schools in four states enrolled fewer 
nonwhite students (by at least 5 percent) than all public 
schools in those states. In 2 of the 13 states that had 
more than 20 charter schools-California and Georgia­
charter schools enrolled at least I 0 percent fewer 
nonwhite students than all public schools in those states. 

• For students of color, the distribution of black 
students in charter schools showed the greatest variation 
in comparison to all public schools. Charter schools in 
15 states enrolled a higher percentage of black students 
(by at least 5 percent) than all public schools in those 
states. Charter schools enrolled lower percentages of 
black students (by at least 5 percent) than all public 
schools in three states. 

Estimated Average of School Racial Percentages across Charter Schools and All Public 
Schools in States with more than 20 Charter Schools 

Arizona 
•Charter schools 

California L':t All public schools 
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Florida 
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10. 

Estimated Average of School Racial Percentages Across Charter Schools and All Public 
Schools 

State 
1 
j # o f 

schools 
% White % Black % Hispanic % Asian/ 

Pac. Is. 
% Am.lndian 

Alaska Native 
% Other' s 

Alaska charter j 13 70.7 2.6 2.6 1.6 22.4 0.1 
all public 1 497 46.9 2.5 1.7 2.7 46.3 

Arizona charter • 155 55.1 7.8 23.4 1.3 12.1 0.4 ' 

all public i 1,385 54.0 4.5 31.3 1.5 8.7 
California charter \ 143 54.5 10.8 26.6 4.4 2.5 1.1 

all public 1 8,177 44.0 8.4 36.4 9.7 1.5 
Colorado charter j 57 76.6 6.0 14.0 2.0 0.9 0.4 

all public 1 1,497 72.4 4.5 19.8 2.1 1.3 
Connecticut charter i 16 32.5 45.0 21.0 1.0 0.5 0.0 ^ 

all public j 1,058 71.4 14.3 11.8 2.3 0.3 
District of Columbia charter | 14 1.0 74.3 19.9 3.6 0.0 1.3 

all public 1 170 4.9 86.5 7.1 1.5 0.1 1 
Delaware charter ! 4 55.2 39.0 2.6 2.2 0.0 0.0 ^ 

all public ' 185 60.4 32.7 5.1 1.7 0.2 
Florida charter i 60 48.8 40.3 9.6 0.5 0.2 0.6 

all public i 2,877 56.0 28.6 13.8 1.4 0.3 
Georgia charter i 25 69.6 23.4 3.4 2.1 0.2 1.3 

all public 1 1,823 55.6 39.6 3.0 1.5 0.1 
Illinois charter j 11 8.6 67.0 23.2 1.0 0.1 0.1 

all public ' 4,228 69.4 19.0 9.3 2.2 0.1 
Kansas charter j 14 90.2 1.2 6.4 0.5 1.4 0.4 

all public j 1,451 85.1 6.5 6.0 1.3 1.1 
Louisiana charter i 10 25.0 72.4 0.4 0.7 1.2 0.3 

all public 1 1,476 49.4 47.9 1.1 1.0 0.7 
Massachusetts charter j 32 58.0 20.1 13.8 2.0 1.1 4.2 

all public ; 1,830 78.4 8.7 9.0 3.8 0.2 
Michigan charter | 121 50.0 41.4 4.6 0.8 2.1 1.1 

all public i 3,139 81.3 12.7 3.3 1.5 1.3 
Minnesota charter • 37 51.9 26.7 3.4 10.3 7.0 0.7 

all public 1 1,553 82.2 7.2 3.0 4.5 3.1 
New Jersey charter j 21 20.6 62.1 13.5 3.3 0.1 0.4 

all public i 2,313 64.3 17.7 12.5 5.3 0.2 
New Mexico charter j 5 35.3 2.1 56.8 1.3 4.5 0.0 s 

all public 1 743 36.7 2.1 49.3 0.8 11.2 
North Carolina charter i 51 48.4 47.3 1.6 0.6 1.3 0.8 

all public 1 1,753 62.4 31.8 2.6 1.4 1.6 
Ohio charter i 7 44.1 49.8 1.0 0.0 0.0 5.2 ^ 

all public i 3.842 83.6 14.0 1.4 0.9 0.1 
Pennsylvania charter i 22 25.1 59.1 13.8 1.8 0.0 0.1 ; 

all public j 3,113 82.3 12.9 3.2 1.5 0.1 
South Carolina charter i 4 23.1 72.3 0.0 0.0 4.6 0.0 ~ 

all public 1,026 52.3 45.9 1.0 0.7 0.2 
Texas charter i 72 23.1 33.9 39.5 2.5 0.4 0.6 s 

all public 7,062 48.0 13.9 36.3 1.6 0.3 
Wisconsin charter 26 72.6 16.0 2.7 2.8 5.3 0.7 :;; 

all public 1 2,112 83.3 8.8 3.2 2.6 1.5 

NOTE: These data are based on responses from 927 of the 975 open charter schools that responded to the survey. Of the 927 schools, 
7 schools in 4 states (Hawaii, Idaho, Mississippi, and Rhode Island) are not displayed in the table because each state has 3 or fewer 
charter schools which provided Information on racial/ethnic distribution and percentages are not meaningful. All schools in this chart 
have valid racial data; that Is, schools where the number of students In the racial/ethnic categories was equal to the total student 
enrollment reported. 

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Common Core of Data Survey, 1997-98. 

' The National Center for Education Statistics does not report an "other" racial category. 
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STUDENT ELIGIBILITY FOR FREE OR REDUCED-PRICE LUNCH 

Students' eligibiliry for free or reduced-price lunch under the National School Lunch program is a 
common measure of economic disadvantage. Over the last 2 years, the percentage of eligible 
charter school students has increased. In contrast to last year when charter schools served a 
slightly lower percentage of economically disadvantaged students than all public schools in the 27 
charter states, this year charter schools served a slightly higher percentage. 

• In 1998-99, charter schools served a slightly higher 
percentage of students eligible for free or reduced-price 
lunch than all public schools (in 1994-95) in the 27 
charter states (39 percent versus 37 percent). 

• The percentage of eligible charter students ranged 
from 4 percent in Alaska to 95 percent in South 
Carolina. This variation was much greater than in all 
public schools in the 27 charter states, which ranged 
from almost 23 percent in Connecticut to 60 percent in 
the District of Columbia. 

• In six of the charter states—Alaska, California, 
Colorado, Delaware, Georgia, and New Mexico—the 
percentage of eligible students was at least 10 points 
lower in charter schools than in all public schools. 

• The percentage of eligible students was at least 10 
points higher in charter than in all public schools in 11 of 
the charter states: Connecticut, Illinois, Louisiana, 
Massachusetts, Michigan, Minnesota, New Jersey, Ohio, 
Pennsylvania, South Carolina, and Texas. 

• In Michigan and California, the percentage of 
eligible students charter schools and all public schools 
enrolled was within 10 points last year. This year, 
charters in Michigan served at least 10 percent more and 
charters in California served at least 10 percent fewer 
eligible students than all public schools in those states. 
In Michigan, recently opened schools have higher 
percentages of eligible students and in California 
recently opened schools have lower percentages of 
eligible students, especially in newly created schools. 

Estimated Number of Students Eligible for Free and Reduced-Price Lunch in the 27 
Charter States 

Total 

Charter schools (1998-99) 
# eligible students % of all students 

All public schools (1994-95) 
# eligible students % of all students 

Total 94,246 38.7 11,016,537 37.3 
Alaska 88 4.3 32.340 25.7 
Arizona 13,915 43.2 284,357 40.1 
California 22,691 31.1 2,257,008 42.4 
Colorado 2,522 18.2 174,023 27.8 
Connecticut 764 47.4 113,221 22.8 
Delaware 1 57 15.9 33,738 32.0 
District of Columbia 1,733 62.3 48,370 60.0 
Florida 3,803 42.4 895,510 43.9 
Georgia 5,638 30.3 501,824 40.6 
Illinois 2,275 68.3 583,238 30.8 
Kansas 476 30.8 145,115 31.7 
Louisiana 1,197 75.3 474,608 59.3 
Massachusetts 3,620 37.4 225,1 10 25.6 
Michigan 9,937 39.3 459,747 28.7 
Minnesota 2,807 60.1 217,376 26.8 
New Jersey 2,449 61.2 326,022 28.3 
New Mexico 1,724 37.5 159,740 49.6 
North Carolina 2,721 34.3 413,729 36.5 
Ohio 713 68.6 518,635 28.7 
Pennsylvania 2,208 64.1 541,793 31.1 
South Carolina 344 94.5 297,560 46.2 
Texas 11.561 62.2 1,662,900 46.1 
Wisconsin 585 28.4 210,011 24.9 

NOTE: These data are based on responses from 847 of the 975 open charter schools that responded to the survey. Of the 847 
schools, 7 schools In 4 states (Hawaii, Idaho, Mississippi, and Rhode Island) are not displayed In the table because each state 
has 3 or fewer charter schools that provided information about this question and percentages are not meaningful. The "Total" 
row includes data from all 27 of the charter states. 

SOURCE: The numerator (eligibility counts by state) was drawn from the U.S. Department of Agriculture, Food, Nutrition, and 
Consumer Services, Program Information Division, for 1 994-95, the last year eligibility was published for just public schools. 
The denominator was drawn from the 1998 Digest ofEducalion Statistics, U.S. Department of Education, National Center for 
Education Statistics (1 993 data), to obtain data from a year close to the numerator. 
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Percentage of Students Eligible for Free or Reduced-Price Lunch in Charter Schools and 
All Public Schools 
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C STUDCNTS OF CHARTER SCHOOLS 

STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES 

Like all public schools, charter schools are required to provide access and services to students with 
disabilities. Over the last 3 years, charter schools have served a slightly lower proportion of 
students with disabilities than all public schools in the charter states, and this finding continued to 
be true this yean Across states, the percentage of students with disabilities served by charter 
schools continued to vary significantly, in part because a higher proportion of charter schools in 
some states were specifically designed to serve this population of students. 

• In 1998-99, charter schools enrolled 3 percent • The percentage of students with disabilities varied 
fewer students with disabilities than all public schools (8 more from state to state for charter than for all public 
percent versus 11 percent) in the 27 charter states (in schools in the 27 charter states. The percentage of 
1997-98). charter students with disabilities ranged from 5 percent 

xK„ . . -.u A- U l-.- in Delaware and Louisiana to 18 percent in Florida. In 
• lhe percentage or students with disabilities in . , ^ ^ 
^Kowa,. c^i,^^!,. II ki- u 1 -.u- c comparison, the percentage of students with disabilities charter schools and all public schools was within 5 , ,. , , . . „ r^^r....,! rv,^.. .u I . . u .u "1 ̂ " public schools in the 27 charter states ranged from percent in most states. Ohio was the only state where the „ . . ^ 
^^..^^^1 ^ .^f , A . -,u U l-.- . 1 . c 9 percent in Arizona to 16 percent in Massachusetts, percentage or students with disabilities was at least 5 
points higher in charter schools than in all public • Last year, the numbers of student with disabilities in 
schools. The percentage of students with disabilities charter schools versus all public schools was more than 
was at least 5 points lower in charter schools than in all 10 percent higher in Florida and more than 10 percent 
public schools in six states: Alaska, Connecticut, lower in New Jersey. These differences decreased to 4 
Delaware, Louisiana, Michigan, and New Jersey. percent in Florida and 8 percent in New Jersey this year. 

Estimated Number and Percentage of Students with Disabilities in the 27 Charter States 
Charter schools (1998-99) All public schoo|s (1997-W^ " 

# of students .?̂ ..?f..*.*.M.d.e.n.t.s. # of students % of students . 

.Total 20,57). ZMZZZZI}?^^!7MIIZ 
Alaska i 14 5.6 16,605 12 1 
Arizona 2,744 8.5 75,240 9 2 o 
California 4,681 6.4 547,309 9 6 
Colorado 1,114 8.0 65,734 9 6 > 
Connecticut 109 6.8 69,352 13 0 ! 
Delaware 47 4.8 14,559 1 3 0 
District of Columbia 1 59 5.7 7,292 9 5 
Florida 1,588 17.7 307,149 13 4 ^ 
Georgia 1,551 8.3 1 33,347 9 7 
Illinois 276 8.3 250,193 12 5 
Kansas 156 10.1 50,027 10 7 
Louisiana 84 5.3 84,690 10 9 
Massachusetts 1,096 11.3 148,364 ' 5 6 ^ 
Michigan 1,394 5.5 181,678 10 8 
Minnesota 634 13.6 92,966 10 9 * 
Newjersey 289 7.2 189,219 15 1 [ 
New Mexico 713 15.5 15,319 13 7 
North Carolina 1,095 13.8 142,628 11 5 
Ohio 176 16.9 208,954 11 2 
Pennsylvania 423 12.3 202,655 1 1 2 
South Carolina 58 15.9 84,223 12 9 ' 
Texas 1,745 9.4 443,341 114 5i 
Wisconsin 195 9.5 100,027 113 S 

NOTE: These data are based on 931 of the 975 open charter schools that responded to the survey and reported numbers of students 
with disabilities. Of the 931 schools in the table, 7 schools in 4 states (Hawaii, Idaho, Mississippi, and Rhode Island) are not displayed 
because each state has 3 or fewer charter schools which provided information about students with disabilities and percentages are not 
meaningful. The "Total" row includes data from all 27 of the charter states. 

SOURCE: The numerator (number of students served under IDEA) was drawn from the Twenty-First Annual Report to Congress of the 
implementation of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, U.S. Department of Education, (forthcoming). The denominator 
(enrollment In the 27 charter states) was drawn from the U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Common 
Core of Data Survey, 1 997-98. 
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Estimated Percentage of Students with Disabilities in Charter Schools and All Public 
Schools 

Colorado 

Delaware 

Illinois 

Kansas 

Louisiana 

Massachusetts 

Michigan 

Minnesota 

New Jersey 

New Mexico 

Nonh Carolina 

Ohio 

Pennsy Iv ania 

Texas 

Wisconsin 

0% 5% 10% 

Percentage of students 

• Chaner schools 

~All public schools 

15% 20% 



LIMITED ENGLISH PROFICIENT STUDENTS 

The percelllage of limited English proficient ( LEP) students served by charter schools and all 
public schools was approximately the same; however, the number of LEP students in charter 
schools and all public schools varied considerably by state. Over the past 3 years, the percentage 
of LEP students enrolled in charter schools in all charter states has declined as more charter 
schools have opened in states with lower concentrations of LEP students. 

• Charter schools (in 1998-99) and all public schools 
in the 27 charter states (in 1996--97) both served 
approximately JO percent limited English proficient 

(LEP) students. 

• The percentage of LEP students in charter schools 
varied widely across states. The states with very low or 
very high percentages of LEP students in charter schools 
were also the states with very small or very large 
numbers of LEP students overall. 

• In 17 states, charter schools served approximately 
the same number of LEP students (within 5 percent) as 

all public schools in those states. Charter schools in 
three states-Alaska, Colorado, and Florida-served a 
lower percentage ofLEP students than all public schools 
in those states (by at least 5 percent). In Minnesota and 
the District of Columbia, charter schools served a higher 
percentage of LEP students (by at least 5 percent) 

compared to all public schools in those states. 

• The percentage of LEP students enrolled in charter 
schools declined from almost 13 percent in the 1996-97 
school year to I 0 percent in the 1998-99 school year. 

Estimated Number and Percentage of LEP Students in Charter Schools and All Public 
Schools in the 27 Charter States 

·-················································· ----····················· ·························----·······-·-·····-·························································-········----·-··················-···· ······················-· ······················-x:· 
Estimated LEP students f 

______ C:_~~_r_t~-~--5.~-~l:)()_IS._(I !}_!}~-~-9..9.L ............... ----- _____ j\_ll,,P._ll_~!_i_<: __ ~_C.~-<>f:>l_s_J1_9.!}_l?.~9.!tl.... ......... fili. 
State # of students % of students #of students % of students I 

····················································-························· ....................... ······································································································································································:~: 
Total 24,248 9.9 2,841, 177 9.8 l 

NOTE: These data are based on all 975 open charter schools that responded to the survey_ Of the 975 schools, 7 schools from 4 states 
(Hawaii, Idaho, Mississippi, and Rhode Island) are not displayed in the table because each state has fewer than 3 charter schools which 
provided information about LEP students and the percentages are not meaningful. The "Total" row includes data from all 27 charter 
states. For each state, the percentage of LEP students is computed by dividing the number of LEP students by the total number of 
enrolled students. 

SOURCE: Office of Bilingual Education and Minority Languages Affairs, Summary Report of the Survey of the States' Limited English 
Proficient Students and Available Educational Programs and Services 1996-97: Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Education, 1998. 

1 The total excludes data from the state of Pennsylvania. which did not repon information on LEP students for all public schools_ 
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WHY (HARTER SCHOOLS ARE STARTED 

Educators, parents, and community leaders found charter schools for a variety of reasons. 
Regardless of creation status, the primary motivation for founding a charter school was to seek an 
alternative vision of schooling that could not be realized in the traditional public school system. 
Newly created schools, in particular; reponed on alternative curriculum and instructional 
approaches and a vision for the organizational climate they wished to create. While vision was 
also an important founding reason for public and private conversion schools, many pre-existing 
public schools converted to charter status in order to gain increased autonomy, while many pre­
existing private schools sought to attain stable funding and attract students to their educational 
approach. Increasingly, newly created and pre-existing chaner schools are being founded to serve 
a special population of students. About one in four charter schools established their charter to 
serve a special population of students, often students considered "at-risk." 

• Realizing an alternative vision for schooling was the 
most important reason for founding charter schools­
three-quarters (75 percent) of charter schools cited 
vision among other reasons for founding and 59 percent 
of charter schools were founded primarily to realize an 
alternative vision for schooling. 

• More charter schools opening in 1998-99 than those 
founded prior to 1998 were founded to serve a special 
population of students. In 1998-99, 28 percent of 
charter schools were founded with the primary 
motivation to serve a special population of students as 
compared to 19 percent of all charter schools founded 
prior to 1998. 

• Regardless of creation status, the primary reason for 
founding charter schools was to realize an alternative 
vision for schooling. However, a greater percentage of 
newly created than pre-existing public or private 

·~~~~~~~~~~~ 

schools were founded primarily to realize an alternative 
vision for schooling. About two-thirds of newly created 
charter schools were founded primarily to realize an 
alternative vision for schooling (64 percent) whereas 
less than one-half of pre-existing public schools ( 44 
percent) or pre-existing private schools (39 percent) 
were founded primarily to realize an alternative vision. 

• Other important reasons for founding were 
dependent on creation status. Approximately one­
quartcr (26 percent) of the newly created schools were 
founded primarily to serve a special population. Pre­
existing public schools were founded to gain autonomy 
from state or district regulation (35 percent), or to serve 
a special population ( 11 percent). Pre-existing private 
schools converted to charter to serve a special 
population (21 percent), to attract students ( 19 percent), 
or for financial reasons ( 16 percent). 

Estimated Percentage of Charter Schools by Reasons for Founding 
·················································· .. .. .. . .. ············~~;·~-~~-;~~~··;~-~~--~i;~~ . ····1 ··~~-;~~-~~~~-~-~~-~;··~;;·~~--~~~·;···i·~-~~-;~~·~;··;·~~~~~--~~··· ..... ··································· ~: 

each reason i charter school creation status :['. 
Reason for founding charter school 

Pre-existing Pre-existing :~ 
Total , Total i Newly created public private ~l 

::::~:~;;~:~~::;;r.:~~:~~:?.!:~::::::::::::::::::::·······································:··::.: .. :·:::.:·: .. 971···1··· .· .. :.:::::::···::::::s.~~:::::::::::::·:::::::::::::::~~~:::::::::::::::::::::::::::··:i:~~:·:::·::::::::::::::::::::::·::·:9.~:::;~ 
Percent~ge of schools (%) 

59.0 64.4 43.5 
8.6 2.9 34.5 

22.8 25.9 11.3 

3.8 2.3 1.8 

3.0 0.7 5.4 

2.7 2.8 3.6 

NOTE: These data are based on responses from 971 of the 975 open charter schools that responded to the survey. Schools were asked 
about their reasons for founding the first time they were surveyed. For data reported in column 2 above, schools were asked the reason 
for founding their schools and they could reply with more than one reason. For data reported in columns 3 through 6 above, schools 
were asked to choose one of the named reasons as the primary reason for founding their school; these data are based on responses 
from 946 of the 971 charter schools because 29 schools did not choose a primary reason-11 gave no response and 18 cited more than 
one primary reason for founding. The data presented in columns 4 through 6 represent the percentage of the total number of each type 
of school and includes responses from 168 out of 1 73 open pre-existing public schools, 90 out of 98 open pre-existing private schools, 
and 688 out of 704 open newly created schools. 



Percentage of Charter Schools by Most Important Reason for Founding 

Attract students 4% 
Special population 23% 

3% 

Parent Involvement 3% 

Realize a vision 58% 

Percentage of Newly Created versus Pre-existing Charter Schools by Most Important 
Reason for Founding 

70% 

60% 

"' 0 50% 
0 
.c 
v 
"' ~ 40% 
0 

cu 
g' 30% ... 
c 
cu 
v 
~ 20% 

Cl.. 

10% 

0% 
Realize a 

vision 

------------------·----------- - -----, 

Gain 
autonomy 

Special 
population 

Attract 
students 

Reason for founding 

•Newly created 

b'I Pre-exisiting public 

D Pre-existing private 

Financial 
reasons 

Parent 
involvement 



0. STARTING, IMPLEMENTING, AND BEING ACCOUNTABLE 

IMPLEMENTATION CHALLENGES 

Charter schools face significant challenges as they get underway and as they continue to implement 
their programs. We a.sked a knowledgeable individual at each charter school to rate the difficulty 
of overcoming each barrier in a list of possible barriers to implementation. Financial difficulties 
continued to be among the largest challenges that charter schools faced, although there has been a 
marked decline over time in the percentage of schools facing problems with start-up funding. 

• In 1998-99, the most frequent barriers charter 
schools faced during implementation were lack of start­
up and operating funds (49 and 37 percent respectively), 
lack of planning time (35 percent), and inadequate 
facilities (32 percent). 

• Schools first surveyed in 1998-99 were less likely 
to face start-up funding difficulties than were schools 
first surveyed in earlier years, decreasing from 59 
percent in 1996 to 39 percent in 1999. This finding 
likely reflects increased federal start-up funding for 
charter schools and that some states are providing 
charter school start-up funds. Schools surveyed more 
recently were more likely lo face difficulties with hiring 
staff than schools in previous years. This finding may 
reflect the nationwide teacher shortage. 

• Newly created schools were more likely than pre­
existing schools to face difficulties with inadequate 
operating funds, lack of planning time, inadequate 

facilities, internal conflicts, school administration and 
management, teacher turnover, community opposition, 
and communication with parents. 

• Pre-existing private and newly created charter 
schools were more likely than pre-existing public 
schools to face difficulties from lack of start up funds, 
health and safely regulations, and teacher burnout. 

• Charter schools that converted from public status 
were similar to newly created charter schools in that they 
were more likely than pre-existing private schools to 
find state or local board opposition, district resistance or 
regulations, and hiring staff to be difficult barriers. 

• Similar to last year, pre-existing private schools that 
converted to charter status were more likely than newly 
created or pre-existing public schools to report 
difficulties with state department of education resistance 
and teacher certification requirements. 

Estimated Percentage of Charter Schools Reporting Difficulties in Implementing Their Charter' 

Total (%) Newly created (%> Pre-existing public (%) Pre-existing private 
Lack of start up funds 48.5 53.7 26.5 49.4 
Inadequate operating funds 37.4 40.4 27.0 33.3 
Lack of planning time 34.5 37.4 28.0 23.9 
Inadequate facilities 32.0 35.4 21.5 24,4 
State or local board opposition 20.0 20.4 21.0 14.1 
District resistance or regulations 18.2 19.0 19.3 9.8 
State dept. of education resistance 12.3 11.3 13.9 17.4 
Internal processes or conflicts 11.9 13.1 8.6 8.7 
School administration and management 10.7 12.4 6.3 5.5 
Health and safety regulations 10.5 11.9 3.0 13.0 
Hiring staff 10,3 10.6 10.9 6.5 
Teacher burnout 9.4 10.6 3.8 9.1 
Accountability requirements 8.2 8.2 7.4 9.8 
Lack of parental support 8.2 8.4 7.6 7.3 
Union or bargaining unit opposition 7.8 7.5 9.7 6.6 
Teacher certification requirements 6.2 6.0 4.8 9.8 
Teacher turnover 5.7 6.6 3.8 1.9 
Collective bargaining agreements 5.4 4.2 12.9 1.1 
Community opposition 4.6 5.9 1.8 0.0 
Communication with parents 4.5 5.3 2.5 1.8 
Federal regulations 4.4 4.5 4.9 3.3 

NOTE: These data are drawn from questions asked only In the new school surveys and are based on responses from a range of 927 to 
955 open charter schools that provided information on these questions. Five questions—on administration and school management, 
teacher burnout, teacher turnover, lack of parental support, and communication with parents—were asked only on the 1 997 and 1999 
new schools surveys, resulting in fewer responses to these questions overall (511 to 514 schools). 

' We asked schools lo rale the difficulty of each barrier on a scale from I (o 5, with I being not at all difficult and .5 being very difficult. The 
percentages in Ihese lables and lhe figure on the facing page represent the percentages of schools that raled each barrier difficult or very difficull. 
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Estimated Percentage of Charter Schools Reporting Selected Difficulties in Implementing 
Their Charters, by Year of Charter Survey 

· · · ························· ···················Total 199·6··N·~~···· ·· · i"997 New ······ i"998 N~~ ····j"999·N~·~··· ·y 
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2 These data are drawn from the first charter school survey. In some cases. we were unable to identify and survey charter schools in their first year 
of operation. hut wcre able to later idcntify them and administer a "new school" survey. In these few cases. survey responses would not represent 
the first year of school operation. during which implementation difficulties may be greatest. 



AUTONOMY AND (ONTROL 

The i11creased level of auto11omy called for by the charter co11cept enables educators, parents, or 
commu11ity members to create schools that are alternatives to-and for-the current public system. 
Charter schools are afforded flexibility to make independe11t decisions and set policy about both 
educational and management issues, though some school decisio11s may be co11strained either by 
provisions of the state's charter legislation or by decisions and practices implemented by their 
charter granti11g agency. Most charter schools felt they had considerable autonomy over decisions 
and policy affecting most areas of education and management, except over student admissions 
policies. More newly created than pre-existing public or private schools felt they had primary 
control over decisions about educational and ma11agement issues-pre-existing public schools felt 
they had the least auto11omy. 

• In 1998-99, most charter schools had primary 
control or authority over their administrative operations 
including: the budget (73 percent), purchase of supplies 
and equipment (88 percent), and hiring of teaching staff 
(88 percent). In addition, most charter schools had 
primary control over the operation of their education 
program, including: the daily and yearly schedule (95 
percent), curriculum (83 percent), discipline (87 
percent), calendar (77 percent), and student assessment 
policies (72 percent). A lower percentage of schools 
reported that they had primary control over their student 
admissions policies (59 percent). 

• In cases where charter schools did not have control, 
primary authority rested with either the district, the 
charter-granting agency, or with another source. 

• Charter schools that converted from private status 
had a pattern of autonomy similar to newly created 
schools in the areas of hiring teaching staff, establishing 
curriculum, and determining the calendar. Pre-existing 
public schools had less control than both newly created 
and pre-existing private schools in all areas of decision 
making and policy setting, including curriculum, 
assessment, discipline, calendar, admissions, budget, 
and daily schedule. 

Estimated Percentage of Charter Schools by Source of Primary Control for Various School 
Decisions and Operations 

Area of control 
·-----····--····-···- ·········-----·- -· ·························· ----------·-······-·-··········· 

Budget 
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Establishment of curriculum 
Hiring of teaching staff 

72.9 
87.7 
76.8 
94.8 
71.5 
59.4 
87.3 
83.2 
87.5 

..... ~.e.r.~l!.~~~.~l! .. C>.f..5.~.h.()01.5. .. (~ ····················-·········· 
19.4 

7.6 
19.6 

2.9 
19.7 
27.8 

9.0 
11.3 

7.4 

0.3 
0.2 
0.1 
0.2 
0.6 
0.7 
0.1 
0.2 
0.3 

NOTE: These data are based on responses from between 972 and 975 of the 975 open charter schools that responded to the survey. 
Schools were asked to rate each of these items separately, resulting in the range of responses. Up to three schools answered "don't 
know" for certain Items. Most responses in the "other" category include the management company, the state legislature, and parents. 
The data presented in columns 3 through 5 of the table on the facing page represent the percentage of the total number of each type of 
school and includes responses from 173 open pre-existing public schools, 98 open pre-existing private schools, and between 702 and 
704 open newly created schools (some newly created schools responded "don't know"). 



Estimated Percentage of Charter Schools with Primary Control by Creation Status 
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AUTONOMY AND CHOICE OF SERVICE PROVIDERS 

The autonomy afforded by charter Law allows charter schools not only to choose whether or not 
they provide certain services but also to choose the service provider. On average, a11 almost equal 
11umber of charter schools provided the services themselves through staff or volunteers, purchased 
services from the district, or acquired services from an outside provider. Newly created a11d pre­
existing private schools differed from pre-existing public schools in the service providers used. Pre­
existing public schools were more likely to use the district whereas 11ewly created and pre-existing 
private schools were more likely to provide the service themselves or to rely on an outside provider. 
Fewer schools in 1998-99 than in previous years shared the responsibility of providing services 
with either the district or another provider. 

• Averaging across all service areas in 1998-99, more 
than one-third of charter schools provided services 
themselves (36 percent), about one-third of charter schools 
used only an outside provider (34 percent), and slightly 
more than one-quarter of schools used the district as the 
sole service provider (26 percent). Newly created and pre­
existing private schools were much more likely to provide 
services themselves or to secure services from an outside 
provider whereas pre-existing public schools were most 
likely to retain the district as the service provider. 

• In 1998-99, nearly every charter school offered special 
education testing (97 percent) and special education 
services (95 percent). In addition, the majority of charter 
schools offered one or more noneducational services to 
their students-more than four-fifths of the schools had 
social and/or health services (82 percent each), nearly 
three-quarters had before and after school care (72 percent) 
and/or food services (71 percent), two-thirds offered 
transportation (66 percent), and over one-half had athletic 
programs (54 percent). 

• Charter school staff most often provided such 
noneducational services as before- and after-school care (65 
percent), athletic programs (63 percent), and special 
education services (39 percent). Charter schools most often 
acquired transportation (42 percent) and food programs (39 
percent) from districts and purchased special education 
testing (36 percent) and social services (42 percent) from an 
outside provider. When charter schools provided health 
services, a nearly equal percentage of the services were 
provided by the school (35 percent), the district (29 
percent), or an outside provider (33 percent). 

• Charter schools most often provided such 
administrative services as purchasing (57 percent) and 
custodial (45 percent) services. Charter schools most often 
purchased payroll (46 percent), accounting (38 percent), 
insurance (53 percent), and legal services (54 percent) from 
an outside provider. The most frequent provider of bui I ding 
maintenance was split between an outside provider (39 
percent) and the school (36 percent). 

Average Percentage of Schools Selecting a Given Service Provider by Creation Status 
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NOTE: These data are based on responses from 974 of the 975 open charter schools that responded to the survey for most items. 
These questions were asked only in the first year of administration of the new school survey. The question about building maintenance 
was not asked in the first year of our survey, therefore, the data for that category is based on 756 out of 75 7 open charter schools. The 
questions about athletic programs, special education testing, and special education services were included only in the 1999 new survey 
upon the request of the U.S. Department of Education departmental reviewers, therefore, data for these questions rely on 369 open 
charter schools that responded in 1999 to the new survey. This exhibit represents unweighted averages across all service areas. 
Unweighted averages are used so as to not inflate the average for services that are more commonly provided. The numbers in each of 
the 'Total"" rows do not add to 1 00% across the columns because respondents were also offered "Both" as a response option. 
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EXTERNAL ACCOUNTABILITY AND MONITORING 

/11 exchange for freedom from state regulations (except those related to health, safety, and 
11ondiscrimi11ation) charter schools are to be held accountable for school and student outcomes. In 
order to determine whether and how schools are held accou11table, the Study asked schools about 
the external monitoring they underwent duri11g the past school year. State legislation and 
regulatory practices differ greatly across states, and charter schools reported varyi11g amou11ts of 
external monitoring as well as variatio11 in which areas were monitored. 

• In 1998-99, charter schools in a selected sample 
most frequently reported monitoring in the areas of 
school finances (94 percent), compliance with stale or 
federal regulations (88 percent). student achievement 
(87 percent), and student altendance (81 percent). 

• Across slates, there was greater variance for some 
areas of monitoring than for others. While a large 
proportion of schools in most states reported monitoring 
on student achievement and school finances, there was 
far greater variance among the states in other areas, such 
as student behavior and school governance. 

• In those categories in which there was greater 
variance, patterns emerged among states. While more 
than 80 percent of charter schools in Louisiana reported 

monitoring of instructional practices, student behavior, 
or school governance, the proportion of schools 
reporting monitoring was below 55 percent in each of 
those areas in Florida, Minnesota, North Carolina, and 
Wisconsin. 

• In the five stales in which there was only one 
charter-granting agency, a pattern also emerged. 
Connecticut, Georgia, Massachuselts, New Jersey, and 
New Mexico all had high proportions (above 75 percent) 
of schools reporting monitoring of instructional 
practices and moderate to high proportions (greater than 
50 percent) of schools reporting monitoring in the area 
of school governance. 

Estimated Percentage of Charter Schools that are Externally Monitored on Accountability 
Measures 
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Student achievement 
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Student attendance 

School completion 
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51.9 94.3 (79) 58.2 ;~ 

NOTE: We asked this question only on the 1998 and 1999 follow-up surveys administered to schools not in their first year of operation. 
resulting in responses from 5 31 charter schools, referred to as a selected sample in the text. The percentages in the table show the 
number of schools that reported monitoring during the year in each area divided by the total number of schools in each state. Of the 
5 31 schools, 9 schools in 6 states (Delaware, District of Columbia, Hawaii, Kansas, Rhode Island, and South Carolina) are not displayed in 
the table because each state has 3 or fewer schools which provided information on this question and the percentages are not 
meaningful. The "Total" row includes data from all 2 7 of the charter states. 

1 The numher of schools responding varied across the individual areas of monitoring. The number of schools reported in column 2 represents the 
largest numher of schools responding to any one area. 

' Responses on school completion are based on 308 responses because the question was only posed to middle and high schools. The number of 
responses for each state is displayed in parentheses before the proportion of schools reporting monitoring. 

·
1 New Jersey did not have any middle or high schools answering the 1998 or 1999 follow-up survey. 



D. STARTING, IMPtEMENTINC, AND BEING ACCOUNTABLE 

EXTERNAL ACCOUNTABILITY AND REPORTING 

Charter laws afford charter schools increased autonomy and require accountability measures. 
Charter schools report about the school's progress toward its goals to a variety of key constituent 
groups. Reporting requirements differ by state and by individual charter school. Nearly every 
charter school in a selected sample reported or planned to report on the school's progress toward its 
goals to its charter granting agency, school governing board, and parents in the 1998-99 school year. 

• In 1998-99, the majority of charter schools open for state except California, at least two-thirds of schools had 
at least 1 year at the time of our survey said they made made a report or planned to make a report to the State 
or were planning to make a report on the school's Department of Education. Every charter school in 
progress toward its goals to key constituent groups: the Florida, Illinois, Louisiana, New Jersey, New Mexico, 
school's governing board (96 percent), their chartering and Pennsylvania made a report or planned to make a 
agency (92 percent), and parents (89 percent). report to the State Department ofEducalion. At least 80 

• KT 1 11 u I. 1 /nr> ^ J percent of schools in Connecticut, Georgia, 
• Nearly all charter schools (99 percent) made or were ' , 
„ , „ „ „ • , , . . . 1 , r , Massachusetts, Michigan, Minnesota, North Carolina, 
planning to make a report to at least one of the key , „ j 

,•, • Ol . r u . u 1 ^nd Texas made or planned to make a report to their 
constituency groups and 81 percent of charter schools ^ , 1,, . ^ 
„ J , . , , . , 11 ,u 1 State Department of Education, 
made or were planning to make a report to all three key ^ 
constituent groups. • More than 40 percent of charter schools made or 
. The pattern of reporting progress toward goals to ^"'"'^ P'""" '"^ to make a report to all five key constituent 
other key constituents varied across states. For example, ^ ^ T " ' " f ' ^ S ^ ^ ^ y ^ P^'^'^''' community/general 
in New Jersey, no charter schools made or planned to P"bl>c, school governing board, and State Department of 

b„ „ , „ ,̂  , „ .u „ 1 Ui- U l education), not including private funders. At least three-make a report to the community or general public, while ' , ° ^ ;„ I „i i »u u . u i A i quarters of schools in Connecticut, Georgia, Illinois, and in Louisiana, all the charter schools made or planned to , . . , • e < 
„ „ . ^ „ ^ , ,,• rj., r . . -.u Louisiana made a report or planned to make a report to 
make a report to this group. The range for states with . r. , . 

o„u 1 .u . . A I A . . . 'ne live key constituent groups. At east one-half of charter schools that reported or planned to report lo , , , . & f •„^,„ f. „ ^ . , -7 J . charter schools in Alaska, Florida, Massachusetts, private runders was between 7 and 60 percent. 
Michigan, Minnesota, and Wisconsin made or were 

• State Departments of Education represent a key planning to make a report to these five key groups, 
reporting agency in some states' charter laws. In every 
Estimated Percentage of a Selected Sample of Schools Reporting Progress Toward Goals to 
Their Reporting Agencies 

Made a report Planning to Not made or Don't Not 
make a planning to make know applicable 
report ?..r.ep.9.r.t 

Percentage of schools (S) 
Chartering agency 37,3 54.9 6.6 0.4 0.9 

Private funders 14.8 18.2 32.8 3.9 30.3 
Parents 41.2 47.6 9.2 0.6 1.5 
Community/general public 25.3 36.0 31.5 1.9 5.4 

School governing board 60.9 34.8 3.7 0.0 0.6 

State dept. of education, not 29.2 41.0 22.5 1.9 5.4 
chartering agency 

NOTE: This question appeared only on the 1998 and 1999 follow up surveys, resulting in responses from 534 open charter schools, 
referred to in the text and tables as a selected sample. The results reflect the most recent school responses, equaling 488 charter 
schools that responded to the 1999 follow-up survey and 46 charter schools that responded to the 1998 but not the 1 999 follow-up 
survey. On the facing page, the percentages in the table show the number of schools that reported or plan to report progress In each 
area divided by the total number of schools in each state that responded to the 1998 or 1999 follow-up survey. The number of schools 
in the last column reflects the number of schools that responded to the 1 998 or 1 999 follow-up survey, not necessarily the total number 
of schools In that state. Of the 534, 9 schools in 6 states (District of Columbia, Delaware, Hawaii, Kansas, Rhode Island, and 
Pennsylvania) are not displayed in the table because each state has 3 or fewer schools that provided Information about external 
accountability and reporting and the percentages are not meaningful. The "Total" row includes data from all 27 of the charter states. 
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19. External Accountability ami 

Percentage of a Selected Sample of Charter Schools That Made a Report or were Planning 
to Make a Report by Reporting Agency 
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Percentage of a Selected Sample of Charter Schools That Have Reported or Plan to Report 
on School Goals by State 

Reporting Agency 

Community/ School 
Chartering 

agency 
Private 
funders Parents 

General 
public 

governing 
board State DOE 

Report to 5 
constituents 

Number 
of 

schools 

534 

Percentage of schools (%) 

Number 
of 

schools 

534 Total 92.1 32.9 88.8 61.2 95.7 70.2 44.0 

Number 
of 

schools 

534 

Alaska 72.7 18.2 90.9 72.7 90.9 72.7 63.6 11 

Arizona 93.3 29.7 89.4 62.5 96.2 78.6 46.5 105 

California 89.7 20.2 90.8 55.2 95.9 26.0 17.9 98 

Colorado 95.5 48.8 95.5 68.2 97.7 64.3 45.2 44 

Connecticut 100.0 50.0 87.5 85.7 100.0 87.5 85.7 8 

Florida 96.4 21.4 85.7 67.9 96.4 100.0 53,6 28 

Georgia 100.0 31.3 82.4 82.4 100.0 94.1 82.4 17 

Illinois 100.0 60.0 100.0 80.0 100.0 100.0 80.0 5 

Louisiana 100.0 33.3 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 6 

Massachusetts 100.0 57.1 100.0 76.2 90.5 81.0 61.9 21 

Michigan 97.6 42.5 93.8 65.4 100.0 81.3 55.1 82 

Minnesota 90.9 42.9 90.9 63.6 95.5 95.5 50.0 22 

Newjersey 80.0 40.0 60.0 0.0 80.0 100.0 0.0 5 

New Mexico 100.0 25.0 75.0 25.0 100.0 100.0 25.0 4 

North Carolina 69.6 30.4 78.3 39.1 91.3 82.6 30.4 23 

Pennsylvania 100.0 75.0 25.0 25.0 100.0 100.0 25.0 4 

Texas 85.2 48.1 88.9 51.9 96.3 84.6 34.6 27 

Wisconsin 93.3 6.7 73.3 80.0 73.3 78.6 50.0 15 
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D. STARTING, IMPLEMENTING, AND BEING ACCOUNTABLE 

ACCOUNTABILITY AND STUDENT ASSESSMENT 

Charter schools are held accountable for the achievement of their students. Some charter 
legislation speaks specifically of improving student achievement as a goal for charter schools; 
nearly every charter school used standardized assessments to measure student achievement and 
most used other nonstandardized assessments as well. More than one-third of the charter schools 
used seven or more different types of assessments to measure student achievement and gauge 
progress toward school goals. 

• Typically, schools use the results of standardized 
tesls for accountability purposes. In 1998-99, nearly 
every charter school used standardized assessments of 
student achievement (96 percent), though a higher 
percentage of charter schools used norm-referenced 
assessments (86 percent) than criterion-referenced 
assessments (62 percent). 

• The results in 1998-99 are similar to prior years' 
results showing that assessment methods are generally 
consistent across newly created and pre-existing 
schools. The assessment methods with the most 
variation (about 10 percent)—performance 
assessments, parent satisfaction surveys, student 
interviews or surveys, and behavioral indicators—were 
used by a greater percentage of pre-existing public than 
newly created or pre-existing private schools. 

• The majority of charter schools also used 
nonstandardized assessments. Charter schools 
measured student achievement through student 
demonstrations of their work (89 percent), student 

portfolios (81 percent), and performance assessments 
(74 percent). Charter schools used parent surveys (83 
percent), behavioral indicators (76 percent), and student 
surveys (71 percent) to measure progress toward other 
school goals. 

• The use of assessments was generally consistent 
across states. In every state except Ohio, at least 70 
percent of charter schools used five or more methods of 
assessing student achievement and progress toward 
school goals. Every school in Kansas used at least five 
of the seven types of assessments. 

• Over one-third (34 percent) of charter schools used 
all seven types of assessment to measure student 
achievement and progress toward other school goals. 
This pattern varied by type of charter school with a 
higher percentage of pre-existing public schools (45 
percent) than newly created (32 percent) or pre-existing 
private (29 percent) using seven different methods of 
assessment. 

Estimated Percentage of Schools Using Various Assessment Methods 

Charter school creation status 

Type of assessment 
Percentage of Newly 

schools (%) created {%) 
Pre-existing 

public {%) 
Pre-existing 

private (%) 
Standardized assessments 96.4 96.3 97.1 95.9 

Criterion-referenced assessments 62.1 61.5 61.8 66.7 

Norm-referenced assessments 86.2 84.9 88.8 91.4 

Performance assessments 73.5 71.4 82.7 72.4 

Student portfolios 81.4 82.0 80.3 79.6 

Student demonstrations of their work 89.0 89.9 84.4 90.8 

Parent satisfaction surveys 82.5 82.1 86.7 77.6 

Student interviews or surveys 71.2 69.0 79.8 71.4 

Behavioral Indicators 75.6 74.3 83.2 71.4 

NOTE: These tables draw on all 975 open charter schools that responded to the survey. These items have been asked on both the new 
and follow-up surveys and the results reflect the most recent school responses. In 1 999, 857 schools answered the new or follow-up 
survey and 11 8 schools' responses are drawn from 1998 results. Standardized assessments refer to either norm-referenced or criterion 
referenced assessments. The more specific questions about whether the standardized assessments were criterion-referenced or norm-
referenced were asked about only in 1999, and data are based on responses from 857 open charter schools. 
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Across-State Comparison of Estimated Percentage of Schools Using Various Assessments 

District of Col. (l 5) 

Florida (65) 

Georgia (25) 

Illinois (12) 

Kansas (l 5) 

Louisiana (l l) 

Massachusetts (34) 

Michigan (124) 

Minnesota (3 7) 

New Jersey (26) 

New Mexico (5) 

North Carolina (52) 

Ohio (7) 

Pennsylvania (2 3) 

South Carolina (4) 

Texas (77) 

Wisconsin (26) 

96.9 

100.0 

100.0 

100.0 

100.0 

100.0 

95.2 

94.6 

84.6 

100.0 

98.l 

85.7 

95.7 

100.0 

97.4 

80.8 

55.6 

33.3 

75.0 

73.3 

81.8 

62.l 

59.2 

66.7 

40.0 

60.0 

45.8 

71.4 

43.5 

25.0 

69.3 

62.5 

88.9 

100.0 

100.0 

73.3 

81.8 

89.7 

83.7 

84.8 

76.0 

40.0 

64.6 

71.4 

73.9 

100.0 

82.7 

62.5 

66.7 

73.8 

80.0 

83.3 

93.3 

81.8 

70.6 

66.l 

78.4 

61.5 

80.0 

65.4 

42.9 

78.3 

75.0 

64.9 

57.7 

100.0 

87.7 

84.0 

66.7 

86.7 

72.7 

79.4 

72.6 

81. l 

76.9 

60.0 

69.2 

85.7 

82.6 

50.0 

77.9 

88.5 

87.7 

100.0 

83.3 

100.0 

81.8 

82.4 

90.3 

89.2 

84.6 

100.0 

82.7 

85.7 

95.7 

75.0 

88.3 

80.8 

Percentage of Schools Using Multiple Assessment Methods 

75.4 

96.0 

75.0 

86.7 

90.9 

91.2 

82.3 

91.9 

96.2 

60.0 

82.7 

57. l 

78.3 

75.0 

83. l 

88.5 

63. l 

84.0 

75.0 

100.0 

72.7 

61.8 

70.2 

83.8 

80.8 

100.0 

67.3 

71.4 

73.9 

75.0 

74.0 

84.6 

69.2 80.0 

76.0 92.0 

83.3 83.3 

80.0 100.0 

90.9 91.9 

79.4 85.3 

73.4 79.0 

78.4 83.8 

88.5 80.8 

100.0 80.0 

67.3 71.2 

71.4 57.2 

73.9 91.4 

75.0 75.0 

80.5 81.8 

84.6 

I 

.................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................... ~::: 
{ 

Percentage of ................. z:~i7··5.~:~:~~~ci::i~;~ .. 5.~:-::~s~-~i~·~·i·~~···I!~ 
.... ~.~.'11.~~-r .. ~.f .. ~.i.!_f~.r.~~·t··~·s·s·~-~-~~~~~~--~·s·~~.'. ............................................................. s.c:~.!l.1>1.sJ~L ....... c:.rl!.il~l!~.~~> .............. P.11.~.1.!c: .. <'.'!>.... private (%) @ 

1 The multiple assessment methods in this table and the preceding table refer to the seven different types of assessment common to the new and 
follow-up surveys including standardized assessments, performance assessments, student portfolios, student demonstrations, parent surveys, 
student interviews or surveys, and behavioral indicators. 



APPENDIX: RESPONSE RATE BY STATE 

Column 2 in the table below shows the total number of survey responses on any one of the seven 
administered surveys by state. The total number of charter schools in column 3 reflects the 
number of charter schools open at the time of the 1999 survey administration. 

Survey Total Percent 
State Charter Response Responses 

Schools (%) 

Alaska 16 1 7 94 
Arizona 166 180 92 
California 1 51 1 54 98 
Colorado 59 60 98 
Connecticut 16 16 100 
Delaware 4 4 100 
District of Columbia 1 5 19 79 
Florida 65 72 90 
Georgia 25 27 93 
Hawaii 2 2 100 
Idaho 2 2 100 
Illinois 12 13 92 
Kansas 1 5 1 5 100 
Louisiana 1 1 1 1 100 
Massachusetts 34 34 100 
Michigan 124 1 31 95 
Minnesota 37 38 97 
Mississippi 1 100 
North Carolina 52 56 93 
New Jersey 26 30 87 
New Mexico 5 5 100 
Ohio 7 1 5 47 
Pennsylvania 23 31 74 
Rhode Island 2 2 100 
South Carolina 4 5 80 
Texas 

I 
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The 1999 Florida Statutes 
View Statutes Order Statutes Online Sunshine Print View 

(1) FINDINGS AND INTENT.--The purpose ofthis section is to provide enhanced 
,opportunity for students ih this state to gainthe knowledge and skills necessary 
for postsecondary education, a technical. education, or the world of Work. The 
Legislature rec9gnizes that the voters ofthe State, of Florida; in the November 
1998' general election, amertded s. 1, Art. IX of the ·Florida Constitution so as to 
make education a paramount duty of the state. The Legislature finds that the 
State Constitution. requiresthe state to provide the opportunity to obtain a 
high-quality education. The Legislature further finds that a student should not be, 
compeiled, against the wishes of the student's parent or guardian, to remain in a:, 
school found bythe state to be failing for 2 years in a 4;.year period. The 
Legislature shall make available opportunity scholarships in order to give parents 
and guardians the opportunity for their children to attend a public school that is 
performing satisfactorily or to ·attend an eligiblepr:ivate school when the parent 
or guardian chp0ses to apply the equivalentofthe public education funds ' ' 
generated by his 0r her chi.Id to the cost of tuition in the eligible private·school as 
provided .in paragraph (6)(a). Eligibility of a private school shall include the 
contrql ·and. accou ntabi I ity requirements that, coupled .with the exercise of·· 
parental choice/are reasonablynecessary to securethe,educational public·· 
purpose,>aS deli11eated in subsection ( 4 ). .. 

(2) OPPORTU~1ITYSCHOLARSH'1P ELIGlBILITY.-.;A public school student's parent 
or guardian.may request and receive from the state an opportunity scholarship 
for the child to enroll in and attend a private school in accordance With the 
provisions of this section if: · 

(~) By assig~ed school attendance. area or by special assignment; the student 
has spentfhe·prior school year in attendance ata public school that.has been 
designated ,pursuant to 's. 229.57 as performance grade category "F," failing to 
niake adequate progress, andthat has had two sch0ol years in a4-year period of 
such lo\fl/ performance; and the student's attendance occurred. during a scho,ol ·, 
year inwhich such-designation was in effect; or the parent or guardian of a · 
studentwho has been in attendance elsewhere in the public school system or 
who is entering kindergarten or first grade has been notified .thatthe student has 
been assigned to such school for the next school year; 

(b) The parent or guardian has obtained acceptance for admission of the student 
to a private school eligible for the program pursuantt~ subsection (4), and. has 
notified the Department of Education and the school district of the ·requestfotan 
opportunity scholarship no later than July 1 of tt;ie first year in which the student 
intends to use the scholarship. . . ' . 
. . ' 

The provisions of this section shall not apply to a student who is enrolled in a 
sc:ho6F.operati'ng for the purpose of providing educational services. to youth in 
Department ofJuvenile Jqstice commitment pr:ograms •. For purpos,es of continuity 
of educational choice; the opportunity scholarship shall remain in force untirthe 
stu'dent returns· to a public school or, if.the student chooses to attehd a private 
school the highest grade of which is grade 8, until the student matriculates to 
high school and the pu,blic high school to which the studentis assigned is an 
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accredited school with a performance grade category designation of "C" or better. 
However;at any time upon reasonable notice to the Department of Education 
and the school district, the student's parent or'guardian may remove the student 
from the private school and place the student in a public school; as provided in 
subparagraph (3)(a)2. 

(3) SCHOOL DISTRICT OBLIGATIONS.--

(a) A school district shall, for each student enrolled in or assigned to a school 
that has been designated as performance grade category "F" for 2 school years in 
a 4-year period: · 

1. Timely notifythe parent or guardian of the student as soon as such . 
designation .is made of all options available pursuant to this section; and 

2. Offer that student's parent or guardian an opportunity to enroll the student in 
the public school within the district that has been designated by the state 
pursuant to s. 229.57 as a school performing higher than that in which the 
student is currently enrolled or to which the student has been assigned, but not 
less than performance grade category "C." For purposes of identifying higher 
performing public schools eligible for parental choice for the 1999-2000 school 
year, school performance grade category designations for the 1998-1999 school 
year shall be the equivalent of the corresponding performance level 1-V specified 
in state board rule at the time this act becomes a law. Levels I through V shall ' 
correspond to school performance grade categories "F" through "A," respectively. 
The parent or guardian is not required to accept this offer in lieu of requesting a 
state opportunity scholarship to a private school. The opportunity to continue 
attending the higher performing public school shall remain in force until the 
student graduates from high school. 

(b) The parent or guardian of a student enrolled in or assigned to a school that 
has been designated performance grade category "F" for 2 school years in a 
4-year period may choose as an alternative to enroll the student ih and transport 
the student to a higher-performing public school that has available space in an 
adjacent school district, and that school district shall accept the student and 
report the student for purposes of the district's funding pursuant to the Florida 
Education Finance Program. 

(c) For,students in the district who are participating in the state Opportunity 
Scholarship Program, the district shall provide locations and times .to take all . . . . 

statewide assessments required pursuant to s. 229.57. 

(d) Students with disabilities who are eligible to receive services from the school 
districtunder federal or state law, and who participate in this program, remain 
eligible to receive services from the school district as provided by federal or state· 
law. 

(e) If for any reason a qualified private school is not available for the student or 
if the parent or guardian chooses to request that the student be enrolled in the 
higher performing public school, rather than choosing to request the state 
opportunity scholarship, transportation costs to the higher performing public 
school shall be the responsibility of the school district. The district may utilize 
state categorical transportation funds or state-appropriated public school choice 
incentive funds for this purpose. 

(4) PRIVATE SCHOOL ELIGIBILITY.--To be eligible to participate in the 
opportunity scholarship program, a private school must be a Florida private 
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school, may .be sectarian or nonsectarian, and must: 

(a) Demonstrate fiscal soundn.ess by being in operation for one school year or 
provide the Department of Education with a statement by a certified public 
accountantconfirming that the private school desiring to participate is insured 
and the owner or owners have sufficient capital or credit to operate the school for 
~he upeaming year serving the r:iumber of students anticipated·with expected · 
revenues frorn tuition and other sources that may be reasonably expected. In lieu 
of such a statement, a surety bond or letter of credit for the amountequal to the 
opportunity scholarship funds for any quarter may be filed with the department. 

(b) Except for the firstyear of implementation, notify the Departmer:it of 
Education and the school district in whose service area the school is located of its 
intent to participate in the program under this section by May 1 of the school 
year preceding the school year in which it intends to participate. The notice shall 
specify the grade levels and services that the private school has available for the 
opportunity scholarship program. 

(c) Comply with ~he antidiscrimination provisions of 42 U.$.C. s. 2000.d. 

(d} Meet state and lo.cal health and safety laws ar:id codes. 

(e) Accept scholarship students on an entirely random and religious-neutral 
basis withoutregard to the student's past academic history; however, the private 
school may give preference in accepting applicatior:is to siblings of.students who 
have already been accepted on a random and religious-neutral basis. 

(f) Be subject to the instruction, curriculum, and attendance criteria adopted by 
an appropriate.nonpublic school accrediting body and b.e academically 
accountable to the parent or guardian for meeting the educational needs of the 
student. The private school must furnish a school profile which includes student· 
performance. · 

(g) Employ or contract with teachers who hold a baccalaureate or higher degree, 
or have at least 3 years of teaching experier:ice in public or private schools, or 
have special skills; knowledge, or expertise that qualifies them to .provide 
instruction in subjects taught. · 

(h) Comply with all state statutes relating to private schools. 

(i) Accept as full twition and fees the amount provided by the state for each 
studer:it. · 

(j) Agree not to compel any student attending the private school on an 
opportunity scholarship to profess a specific ideological belief, to pray, or to 
worship. 

(k} Adhere to the tenets of its published disciplinary procedures prior to the 
expulsion of any opportunity scholarship student. 

(5) OBLIGATION OF PROGRAM PARTICIPATION.--

(a) Any student participating in the opportunity scholarship program must 
remain in attendance. throughout the school year, wnless excused by the school 
for illness or other good cause, and must comply fully with the school's code of 
conduct. 
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(b) The parent or guardian of each student participating in the opportunity 
scholarship programmust comply fully with the private school's parental 
irwolvement requirements, unless excused by the school for illness or other good . 
cause. 

(c) Th<;! parent or guardian shall ensure that the student participating in the 
opportunity scholarship program takes all statewide assessments required 
pursuant to s. 229'.57. 

(d) A participant who fails to comply with this subsection shall forfeit the 
opportunity scholarship. 

(6) OPPORTUNITY SCHOLARSH 1IP FUNDING AND PAYMENT.--

(a)l. The. maximum opportunity scholarship gr:aQted for an eligibleS,tudent shall 
be a calculated amount equivalent to the base student allocation multiplied by 
.the appropriate ·cost factor for the educational program that would have· been 
provided for the student .in the district school to which he or she ,was assigned, 
multiplied by the district cost differential. In addition, the calculated amount shall1 

include the per-student share of instructional materials funding, technology 
funding, and other categorical funds as provided for this purpose in the General 
Appropriations Act. The amount of the opportunity scholarship shall be the 
calculated amount or the amount of the private school's tuition and fees, 
whichever is less. Fees eligible shall include textbook fees, lab fees, and other 
fees related to instruction, including transportation. The district shall report all 
students who are attending a private school under this program. The students 
attending private schools on opportunity scholarships shall be report(;!d 
separately from those students reported for purposes of the Florida Education 
Finance Pr:ograrn. The public or private school that provides services to students 
with disabilities shall receive the weighted funding for such 'Services at the 
appropriate funding level consistent with the provisions of s. 236.025. 

2. For purposes of calculating the opportunity scholarship, a student will be 
eligible forthe amount of the appropriate basic cost factor if: 

a. The student currently participates in a Group I program funded at the basic 
cost factor arid is not subsequently identified as having a disability; or 

b. The student currently participates in a Group II program and the parent has 
chosen a private school that does not provide the additional services funded by 
the Group II program. 

3. Following annual notification on July 1 of the number of participants, the 
Department of Education shall transfer from each school district's appropriated 
funds the·.calculated amount from the Florida Education Finance Program and 
authorized categorical accounts to a separate account for the Opportunity 
Scholarship Program for quarterly disbursement to the parents or guardians of 
participating students. 

(b) Upon proper documentation reviewed and approved by the Department of 
Education, the Comptroller shall make opportunity scholarship payments in .four 
equal amounts no later than September 1, November 1, February .1, and Apdl 1 
of each academic year in which the opportunity scholarship is In force. The initial· 
payment shall be made after Department of Education verification of admission.· · 
acceptance, and subsequent payments shall be made upon verification of 
continued enrollment and attendance at the private school. Payment must be by 
individual. warrant made payable to the student's parent or guardian and mailed 
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by the Department of Education to the private school of the parent's or 
guardian's choice, and the parent or guardian shall restrictively endorse the 
warrant to the private' school. 

(7) LIABILITY.--No liability shall arise on the part.of the state based on any 
grant or use of an opportunity scholarship; 

(8) RULES.--The State Board of Education may adopt rules pursuant to ss. 
120.536(1) andl20.54' to implement the provisions of this section. Rules shall 
include penalties for noncompliance with subsections (3) and (5). However, the 
inclusion of eligible private schools within options available to Florida public 
school students does not expand the regulatory authority of the state, its officers, 
or any school district to impose any additional regulation of private schools 
beyond those reasonably necessary to enforce requirements expressly set forth in 
this section. 

History.--s, 2, ch. 99~398. 
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SCHOOL VOUCHERS: BREAKING THE STALEMATE 
A new kind of dialogue 

Annenberg Public Policy Center, University of Pennsylvania 
Tuesday, February 29, 2000 -- 9 am to 12 noon, National Press Club, Holeman Room, 

Washington, DC 

9 - 9:05 

9:05-9: 15 

9: 15-10:30 

I 0:30-10:45 

I 0:45-12 

12 noon 

Preliminary pro,1.,rram outline 

Welcome - Lorie Slass, Washington Director, Annenberg Public Policy 
Center. 
Breaking the logjam for inner city kids - Matt Miller, Annenberg Public 
Policy Center Senior Fellow. Author, "A Bold Experiment to Fix City 
Schools," The Atlantic Month~v, July 1999 

Panel One: Fresh Voices - The Pro-Voucher Lefi, The Pro-Equity Right 
-Jack Coons, Emeritus Professor of Law, UC Berkeley 
-Lisa Graham Keegan, Republican Superintendent of Education for the 
state of Arizona 
-T. Willard Fair, President of the Urban League, Miami 

Break 

Is a Grand Bargain Between Left and Right Possible'! 
(I.e., Take several big cities, raise spending 20%. but on~v via voucher 
program; other options) 
-Sandra Feldman, President, American Federation of Teachers 
-Lamar Alexander, former Secretary of Education in the Bush 
Administration 
-Clint Bolick, Institute t()r Justice 
-Andy Rotherham, Special Assistant to the President fr)r Domestic Policy 

Brief wrap up - next steps 

320 National Press Building• Washington DC 2004~ •Tel 202.879.6700 • Fax 202.879.6707 • appcpenn.org 
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SCHOOL VOUCHERS: BREAKING THE STALEMATE 

LAMAR ALEXANDER was Secretary of Education under President George Bush, where he spearheaded 
an effort to enact voucher test at the tederal level called the G.I. Bill for Kids. The plan would have spent 
$500 million in new federal dollars to give the parents of half a million low-and middle-income children 
each a $1.000 voucher to use at the schools of their choice. Alexander is also the fom1er Governor of 
Tem1essee and a two-time candidate for President. 

CLINT BOLICK is vice president and director of litigation at the Institute for Justice, which he co­
founded in 1991. Bolick is a leader in the litigation effort to defend school choice programs, and recently 
won a landmark ruling in the Wisconsin Supreme Court upholding the Milwaukee Parental Choice 
Program. He has also successfully defended school choice programs before the state supreme courts of 
Arizona and Ohio and is currently de tending choice programs in Florida and Illinois .. 

. JOHN E. COONS, Emeritus Professor of Law, UC Berkeley, has spearheaded constitutional challenges to 
school finance inequity since the 1960s and has called for progressively designed vouchers as part of the 
answer to that problem. Profossor Coons has coauthored several books on the issue of school choice, 
including Private Wealth and Public Educntion, Education by Choice, Scholarships for Children, and, most 
recently. Making School Choice Work for all Families ( 1999). 

T. WILLIARD FAIR is President and Chief Executive Officer of the Urban League of Greater Miami and 
a vocal supporter of the Florida voucher program. He has contributed articles to the Miami Herald, Miami 
Magazine, and Tropic /Hagazine. has hosted both radio and television programs, and is listed in Who '.1· Who 
Among Black Americans. 

SANDRA FELDMAN is president of the million member American Federation of Teachers and an 
outspoken critic of voucher programs. Prior to joining AFT, Feldman was president of the United 
Federation of Teachers in New York City. the largest union local in the United States. She has been 
appointed to numerous commissions and task forces tackling educational. economic, child-we I fare. labor 
and other social issues. Feldman was selected as one of New York City's "75 Most Influential Women" by 
Crain 's New York Business. 

LISA GRAHAM KEEGAN is the Superintendent of Education for the state of Arizona. She has called the 
property tax basis for school finance is unfair, nnd argues that conservatives need to support financial 
equity in exchange for choice. She has also has presided over growth in charter schools in Arizona. Keegan 
formerly chaired the Education Committee in the Arizona House of Representatives, authoring much of the 
reform legislation she now oversees. In 1999, she was presented with the Milton and Rose D. Friedman 
Foundation Award for Leadership in Educational Choice. 

MATT MILLER is a senior Id low at the Annenberg Public Policy Center of the University of 
l'rnnsylvania. Recently Matt authon:d an article for the Atlantic Monthly entitled "A Bold Experiment to 
Fix City Schools." Miller is a nationally syndicated columnist, and contributor to the New Republic. the 
Atlantic Monthly, among others. He is also a commentator for National Public Radio's "Morning Edition" 
and co-host of the political talk show "Lcli Right and Center" on KCR W-FM in Santa Monica. 

ANDREW ROTHERHAM is the Special Assistant to the President for Domestic Policy. He coordinates 
education policy activities at the White House. leads the White House Domestic Policy Council education 
team. and advises President Clinton on educational issues. Rotherham works with policymakers in 
academia, government, and the non-protit sector to develop and advance policy initiatives aimed at raising 
standards and student achievement, increasing accountability in education, and increasing flexibility and 
innovation in public schools. 
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NATIONAL URBAN LEAGUE 

Hugh B. Price 
President 
National Urban League 

The Aim of Education Standards: 
Victors, Not Victims 

The National Press Club Newsmakers Luncheon 
Washington, DC 

December 10, 1999 

I am deeply honored to address the Newsmakers Luncheon of the National Press Club. When I 
was growing up in Washington, DC in the early 1950s, I dreamt of becoming a major league baseball 
player, never a newsmaker. World War II seemed like yesterday. The New Millennium was a distant 
abstraction. Now the imminence of these epoch events in our lives has been reversed. 

A brave new world of opportunity awaits African Americans, provided our youngsters are 
adequately prepared. This was a banner year for our people. We saw not one, but four Jackie 
Robinsons finally smash the corporate glass ceiling - Frank Raines at Fannie Mae, Lloyd Ward at 
Maytag, Barry Rand at Avis and, soon, Ken Chenault at American Express. 

The voracious labor market has driven our jobless rate down to record levels. Out-of-wedlock 
births reached a forty-year low. Our youngsters are completing high school at the same rate as whites. 

That's the base of impressive accomplishment upon which we can build. And build we must 
because the skills needed to succeed in the century ahead will be more sophisticated than ever before. 
Like it or not, capitalism today is unforgiving and shows little mercy for laggards - be they nations, ethnic 
groups or regions of the world. 

High Stakes/Huge Mistakes 

America's determination to prevail in the global economic game provides the impetus for the 
widespread effort to impose higher academic standards on school systems and students. The impulse is 
perfectly understandable. But the execution thus far has been thoughtless and heartless toward low­
income and minority children. 

Over the last decade and a half, urban schools in search of the Holy Grail of high achievement 
have experimented with everything from top-down to bottom-up reform. Now states and districts are 
trying "tough love" - loftier academic standards and high stakes tests. 

The National Urban League does not fear holding our children to high academic expectations. 
We know from research and practical experience in real schools that our children can achieve on par with 
other children. Professor Linda Darling-Hammond of Stanford documented this fact in her important 
book, The Right to Learn. 
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But to have a fair shot at succeeding, the education our children receive must be on par as well. 
That is precisely the problem with the "tough love" approach that many states have implemented with 
carefree abandon. 

At the National Education Summit three years ago, I asked whether the governors and corporate 
leaders who were so obsessed back then with tougher standards and high stakes tests, intended to focus 
as well on what it takes to help children meet the higher expectations. 

My question literally was ruled out of order. Now the chickens are coming home to roost. States 
thought they could raise the bar without investing in extra instruction and better teaching. School systems 
were browbeaten into imposing higher standards even though they knew their schools weren't up to the 
task. 

When the 1999 National Education Summit convened this fall, some governors confessed that 
they hadn't yet invested in the training programs for teachers and the intensified instruction needed to 
enable youngsters to meet the loftier standards. One big-city superintendent told me just last week that 
his district can't keep its math teachers out of the clutches of computer companies. How on earth are his 
students supposed to meet a tougher math standard? 

At the risk of proclaiming "I told you so," states and urban districts today face an educational and 
political fiasco that they should have seen coming: 

• In New York City, 77 percent of 81
h graders failed to meet the state's math standard. Sixty­

five percent missed the mark in English. 

• The LA Unified School District probably won't end social promotion as planned because 40 
percent of its pupils would be held back, including two-thirds of its 81

h graders. 

• Even though Massachusetts has just lowered its passing grade, estimates are that 80 
percent of Latinos and blacks, not to mention 40 percent of whites and Asian Americans still 
won't qualify to graduate from high school. 

As a result, school districts are facing withering criticism from enraged parents and the prospect 
of overcrowded schools stuffed to the closets and kitchens with repeaters. 

So they are reassessing their unswerving commitment to tougher standards. As Jerome Murphy 
of Harvard observes, "Backpedaling is smart when you are heading over a cliff." 

And none too soon, I hasten to add, because study after study shows that tough love often 
backfires. Holding students back " ... actually contributes to greater academic failure, higher levels of 
dropping out. and greater behavioral difficulties." 

So the big push to end social promotion is a day late and a dollar short. The truth is that school 
systems have been holding youngsters back for years. The imposition of high standards should be guided 
by sound pedagogical practice, not reckless political expediency. 

There's no way to educate urban children on the cheap. States and school districts must invest 
in quality pre-school and K-12 education up front. instead of imposing flashy quick fixes that frequently do 
more harm than good. 

Having criticized the implementation process, let me be clear about where we stand on standards 
themselves. We don't advocate abandoning standards. 

Use them as a diagnostic tool to gauge where schools and children are versus where we want 
them to be. Use them to craft and require aggressive school improvement plans. Use the standards to 
hold the grown-ups accountable before we start picking on the children. 
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Rev. Jesse Jackson has sparked an important debate about zero tolerance in meting out school 
discipline. Zero tolerance flows two ways. Violent and disruptive behavior undermine school safety in the 
near term. Lousy education can destroy hope for an entire lifetime. 

So to those who are infatuated with zero tolerance, I say it's also time for: 

• Zero tolerance for politicians whose appropriations for public education don't match their 
pious pronouncements about high-standards and tough love; 

• Zero tolerance for school boards that preside year after year over low-performing schools; 

• Zero tolerance for principals who run schools that chronically perform below par; and 

• Zero tolerance for teachers who lack the qualifications and the belief in our youngsters' 
abilities to lift them to high levels of achievement. 

It's time to cease and desist imposing high stakes consequences on kids until states and school 
districts demonstrate convincingly that they have a credible game plan in place to boost student 
achievement. 

I implore the press to look past the catchy slogans. Ask hard questions of the politicians and 
educators who espouse high standards and high stakes tests. For instance: 

• Exactly what is their game plan and timetable to help low-income and minority children clear 
the higher bar? 

• What instructional strategy do they intend to institute? Is it substantiated by evidence? How 
long does experience indicate it will take to make a difference? 

• Is a year-round supplemental strategy in place, such as after-school tutorials and Saturday 
academies? 

• Is there a concrete plan to provide every child with a qualified teacher? How long, 
realistically, will this take? 

• Is high quality professional development for principals and teachers also in place? 

• Are no-nonsense mechanisms in place to hold the educators and administrators accountable 
for the success or failure of their pupils? 

• Have the state and school district firmly committed the multi-year funding needed to 
implement these strategies aimed at boosting student achievement? 

For the sake of the children, don't let the adults who pay lip service to high standards off the 
hook. It's reckless to barrel further down the path of high standards and high stakes tests without a 
coherent plan to improve the caliber of education that youngsters receive before holding them strictly 
accountable. 

It's downright cruel -- and counterproductive -- to dash the dreams of youngsters who've finally 
climbed aboard the education train and are finishing high school at a record clip. 
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Real-World Standards 

The rush to impose high standards begs the question of where they should be pegged to begin 
with. I was startled to hear one governor at this fall's National Education Summit confess that in the haste 
to get tough, his state had given less thought than it should have to the actual content of the standards. 

In the latest issue of the National Urban League's The State of Black America, we noted that high 
stakes tests seldom reflect the skills needed to succeed in the labor market or move on to the next tier of 
higher education, much less what's actually taught in school. 

High stakes tests shouldn't resemble Harvard entrance exams, encyclopedia trivia contests or 
bell-curved tests that overplay the significance of small differences in test scores. 

It isn't anti-intellectual to acknowledge the reality that many Americans never obtain college 
degrees. What's the point of placing the bar for graduation so high that it denies high school diplomas to 
conscientious youngsters who nevertheless aren't college bound? 

What's the point of writing off future truck drivers, deliverymen, short order cooks, chefs, train 
conductors, newsstand operators, construction workers and artisans as unworthy of high school 
diplomas? 

Kate Maloy of the University of Pittsburgh put it best: 

"The purpose of every school. .. is to educate children for what lies ahead of them - further 
education for some, jobs for most, citizenship, somewhere, for all." 

Standards and tests should serve, not distort, this fundamental objective of public education. 

Our Achievement Campaign 

I'm proud to report that the National Urban League movement is doing its part to spread the 
gospel that "Achievement Matters". In partnership with the Congress of National Black Churches and two 
dozen sororities, fraternities and civic groups, we've launched the Campaign for African-American 
Achievement. 

Together we've designated September as Achievement Month. Last September 19111
, more than 

50,000 youngsters and parents participated in our events nationwide to celebrate children who are doing 
the right thing and striving to do well in school. 

A year ago, CNBC and the League launched a national achievers society for youngsters who 
excel in school. I think of it as our national achievement gang, complete with its own rituals and regalia. 

Already we've inducted more than 5,000 academic stars and challenged them to spread the 
gospel to their siblings and buddies that achievement is cool. 

In Columbia SC, the Urban League joined forces with State Farm Insurance Company to stage 
an SAT awareness rally. Can you imagine a more boring subject? If you had asked me, I'd have said 
teenagers would avoid this event like the plague. 

J. T. Mclawhorn, our CEO in Columbia, originally hoped to attract a couple hundred kids to the 
rally. Guess what? Seven hundred showed up. Why? Because they also know achievement is cool and 
because they're determined to get into college. 

So our message that "Achievement Matters" is spreading. But we have lots more work ahead. 
We've called upon our churches, civic clubs, sororities and fraternities to make certain that the children in 
their own flock are squarely on the achievement page. 
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We want parents and caregivers to insist that their children are taught by qualified teachers and 
take challenging courses. We will preach our gospel of achievement until it permeates the consciousness 
of every parent, caregiver and child in our community. 

The Folly of Vouchers 

I recognize that parents who are fed up with lousy public schools find vouchers alluring. Their 
impatience is perfectly understandable. I cannot fault them for seeking the best for their children. 

But that doesn't make vouchers a sound public policy. For starters, the evidence on whether 
vouchers actually improve academic achievement is mixed. 

Advocates of vouchers argue that competition is healthy for public schools. But the rules of 
competition are rigged against them. Private and parochial schools enjoy decisive advantages over 
public schools when it comes to admissions and discipline. 

What's more, public schools must report their results. Non-public schools do not. In fact, in my 
state they fiercely oppose the effort to require their students to pass the New York State Regents exam in 
order to graduate. 

How cynical it would be if, in the name of education accountability, we allowed vouchers and 
education savings accounts to shift precious public resources to nonpublic schools that are 
unaccountable for their academic results. 

The Goal: Successful Schools, Not "Systemic" Reform 

Declaring that vouchers are misguided public policy isn't tantamount to saying that the 
performance of urban public schools is satisfactory. Since 95 percent of our youngsters attend public 
schools, what's urgently needed is radical reform that structures public education so that its sole raison 
d'etre is student success. So that, as the Army would say, urban schools can be all that they can be. 

To be fair, some school districts are reporting gains in reading and math scores. That's welcome 
news because it helps restore confidence in urban schools. But inching ahead won't prepare our children 
adequately for the unforgiving world that awaits them after graduation from high school. 

After a generation of urban school reform, we know there are hundreds, perhaps even thousands, 
of high performing schools serving poor and minority youngsters all across the country. According to the 
Education Trust, many of these schools even outshine their suburban counterparts on state exams. 

I agree with New York State Education Commissioner, Rick Mills, who says there are enough 
examples of highly successful urban schools so that there's no longer any acceptable excuse for school 
failure. 

Yet try as big-city school boards and administrators might, few if any urban districts can honestly 
claim that they educate the vast majority of their kids remotely up to their potential. 

The scope and pace of progress is unacceptable and the reform prescriptions in vogue these 
days are too feeble for the task ahead. 

Although educators clear1y know how to create schools that enable low-income and minority 
youngsters to achieve at very high levels, no one has figured out how to create successful urban school 
systems. 

So it's time to stop trying to reform public school "systems" per se. I say we concentrate instead 
on creating successful public schools throughout the system. 
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According to the legendary public school educator Anthony Alvarado, the sole focus of the 
educational enterprise should be student learning. Everything else, he argues, is "details." "A typical 
educational system is so top-heavy with details that learning can suffocate under the tonnage." 

The thrust of federal, state and local education policy from this day forward should be to remove 
the tonnage so that educators can practice their profession and children can realize their academic 
potential. 

Here is the National Urban League's reform agenda aimed at transforming all urban schools into 
high performing schools: 

1. Assert no-nonsense state leadership- and responsibility 

Urban and rural children are caught in an unconscionable trap between lofty standards and lousy 
schools. I say the trap is unconstitutional as well. Why? Because it's the states that set the standards. 
It's the states that bear ultimate responsibility for low-performing public schools. It's the states that 
tolerate stark differences along ethnic and socioeconomic lines in school facilities, academic tracking and 
teacher quality. 

States claim they cannot afford to invest more in urban and rural schools. That's baloney. They 
are squandering billions of dollars annually to incarcerate thousands of nonviolent offenders who aren't a 
menace to anyone. 

Conventional wisdom holds that public education is a local responsibility. I don't buy that 
argument either. Chances are that children raised on farms in Idaho will manufacture Saturn automobiles 
in Tennessee. Youngsters reared in Chattanooga will become investment bankers on Wall Street. 

Society has a compelling interest in the quality of America's high school graduates that justifies 
aggressive leadership by states and by the federal government. 

No longer should poor and minority children be held hostage to communities with low tax bases, 
weak commitments to quality education, and skinflint taxpayers who oppose providing adequate support 
for local schools. 

No longer should the untapped potential of our young people be stunted by unqualified teachers, 
outdated books, overcrowded classrooms and crumbling facilities. 

Having imposed high standards on all children, the states now have the moral, financial and legal 
obligation to guarantee high quality education for every child. 

2. Professionalize the teaching profession 

The hidden scandal behind those lousy test scores is the poor quality of teachers in many urban 
schools. After all, as one state education official said: "Students cannot learn what teachers don't know." 

Thousands of eminently qualified and highly motivated teachers do a marvelous job in urban 
schools. But the undeniable reality is that in New York City, for instance, the schools with the lowest 
scores on the state exams have the highest percentage of uncertified teachers. 

These schools also have more teachers who barely made it past the state certification exams. 
Compounding the problem is the fact that surrounding suburbs pay starting teachers 25 percent more. 

Given the projected shortage of principals and teachers due to retirement, plus the urgent need to 
increase teacher quality in urban and rural schools serving low-income children, the compensation 
offered education must be improved dramatically in order to create a strong demand for these jobs. 
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One thing that would help is to increase salaries to levels comparable with other professions. If 
education truly is as important to society as we say, why not offer young graduates with masters' degrees 
the same initial salaries as young MBAs, attorneys and engineers? Since most urban and rural districts 
are strapped financially, the federal and state governments should take the lead in financing the 
economic incentives needed to attract stronger educa~ors to these school districts. 

The critically important quid pro quo for paying educators like real professionals is that they in 
turn must relinquish those contract-based protections that other professionals do not enjoy. I speak of the 
time-clock mindset, tenure, seniority, overtime, guaranteed class size, length of class periods and other 
provisions that severely impede the ability of principals to run their schools in the best interests of 
children. 

Unions should be allowed to bargain district-wide, indeed state-wide, over issues like salaries and 
fringe benefits. But, subject to appropriate oversight and input from faculty, principals should make key 
personnel decisions, such as whom to hire and for how long, as well as the standards for measuring staff 
performance and the consequences if they fall short. 

It isn't realistic politically to expect local school boards to redefine the scope of union agreements 
this radically. So if governors and state legislators truly are the engines of school improvement that they 
claim to be, they should muster the political courage to grant school-based officials the authority they 
need to run their schools in the best interests of the children, not the adults. 

3. Challenging courses for all 

When I was growing up, the teachers in my schools focused on educating a small proportion of 
pupils well. The economy needed a few managers and lots of laborers and factory workers. As a matter 
of equity and economic necessity, we expect all students today to meet lofty standards. 

Yet our school systems are mired in obsolete and elitist thinking about which students are 
capable of achieving at high levels. It's as though deep in their hearts, they believe the thoroughly 
discredited thesis of that borderline racist book, The Bell Curve. 

How can black and Latino children possibly meet exacting academic standards when they're 
systemically excluded from rigorous courses geared to those standards? 

According to the Education Trust, high scoring white and Asian students are twice as likely as 
high scoring black and Latino youngsters to be assigned to college prep courses. Those miserable test 
results in New York City have served also to expose the widespread pattern of tracking young minority 
children into basic and special education courses. 

School districts must cease these discriminatory educational practices towards African-American 
and other children of color. Washington should withhold federal assistance from school systems that: 

• track African-American and other children of color into dead-end, non-college preparatory 
courses; 

• place disproportionate numbers of such youngsters in special education classes; and 

• hold back disproportionate numbers of such children. 

4. "Charterize" all urban schools 

Successful urban schools typically are led by highly motivated principals and teachers who are on 
a mission. They set high standards for themselves and their students. They do not shun accountability. 
In fact, they relish it and use it to stay on course. 
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Many of these educators are mavericks who spend much of their time fending off central office 
bureaucrats who try to stifle their creativity. These high performing educators cherish their autonomy 
and flourish because of it. 

Every school should enjoy this combination of autonomy and accountability. In my view, that's 
the essence of charter schools, when they work the way they should. Of course, some charter schools 
have been launched by well-meaning amateurs and aren't held accountable. That's not what I'm talking 
about. 

I believe existing urban schools should be treated like charter schools. Liberate them from the 
stifling central office bureaucracy and give them the latitude to operate the way independent secular 
schools do. 

Under the scenario I propose, each school would be overseen by a governing board comprised, 
say, of local business and community leaders, educators and alumni who view student success as its 
paramount mission. 

The school would be run by a principal, or headmaster, hired by the board. The principal would 
serve at the pleasure of the board, subject to due process. The principal in turn would assemble the 
faculty, who would serve at the pleasure of the principal and board, subject again to due process. 

The local superintendent would grant each school a revocable contract - or charter -- to operate 
for ten to fifteen years. The school would be accountable for seeing that, say, 75 percent of its students 
meet the state's real-world proficiency standards. 

If the school meets this standard, it retains its charter, which can be renewed. If the pass rate 
falls below this threshold, the school would be placed on a watch list and required to come up with an 
improvement plan. 

If after a reasonable period it fails to boost its performance, then the charter can be revoked. In 
effect, this means that the governing board and faculty responsible for operating the educational 
enterprise in that building can be replaced, if need be, with a new team. If the school is a hopeless cause 
because, for instance, it's just too big to work, the facility itself can be shuttered permanently. 

Given the public nature of the school, pupils should be chosen via a mix of self-selection 
(application) and lottery. This will prevent the creation of what are perceived as "loser" schools that are 
filled with students who weren't chosen by some other school. 

The state would allocate an annual amount to each school based on its enrollment. The 
allocation formula should be sufficiently generous to guarantee small classes, modern facilities and 
equipment, sufficient supplies, and abundant high quality professional development. 

Once each school's allocation is set, the actual utilization should be left entirely to the board and 
professional staff of each school. In other words, schools should be accountable for how many students 
they graduate, not for how many gallons of paint they purchase. 

5. The 21•r century superintendent - accountability, not operations 

Local school boards and central administrators operate their school systems today. As such they 
may represent a major source of the "tonnage" that overwhelms the schools. 

To cite Anthony Alvarado again, his experience indicates that urban youngsters can learn at high 
levels. But, as he cautions, "It takes time, continuity, concentration of focus." 
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Rare is the urban school board - elected or appointed -- that would be considered an asset to the 
educational process from the perspective of poor and minority children. Superintendents come and go so 
quickly that they seldom leave a lasting mark, much less a favorable one. 

Revolving door school superintendents, ongoing rhetorical battles between mayors and 
superintendents, mayoral use of fiscal support to hold school boards hostage - all contribute chaos and 
confusion, instead of continuity and concentration, to the educational enterprise. Our children and our 
community are the victims. 

There's a saying in our community that "if you aren't part of the solution, you are part of the 
problem." School boards should become obsessed with raising student achievement, or else step out of 
the way. 

The principal role of the local school superintendent going forward should be accountability 
instead of operations. In other words, the school superintendent should be responsible for awarding -­
and revoking - the charters and reporting to the public on whether the individual schools meet their 
targets. 

Given the state's dominant role in ensuring education quality, the local school superintendents 
should be responsible and ultimately accountable to the state education agency. The superintendent in 
turn can be assisted by a local board of advisors, chosen by the superintendent and drawn from such 
sectors as parents, business, organized labor, the religious community, higher education and community 
organizations. 

Let me conclude by recalling that back in the 1800s, homesteading gave the least among us a big 
lift by giving them 40 acres and a mule. We urgently need a national commitment to the 21 51 century 
equivalent of homesteading for America's children who are languishing behind in urban and rural 
communities. We need what one economist aptly calls "40 Acres and a Sheepskin." 

President Clinton appropriately reminds us that there are New Markets in struggling inner cities 
and rural communities of this country whose economic potential remains untapped. 

These communities are home as well to a vast New Market of eager yet underdeveloped human 
capital, namely the children who live there. The solution to America's acute shortage of qualified workers 
is right under our nose in these very same communities. 

If only America would muster the will and allocate the resources to educate these youngsters to 
their fullest potential, we could funnel millions of well-prepared workers into the labor force. 

This requires that politicians and educators use lofty academic standards to create a new 
generation of victors instead of victims. For a demographer said the other day, children are 18 percent of 
the American population, but 100 percent of its future. That is why we Urban Leaguers say: Our 
Children = Our Destiny. 

Thank you. 
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