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EXECUTIVE SUM:MARY 

Background 

Over the past decade, the physical condition of 
America's public schools has received 
:onsiderable attention (e.g., KozoU991; Lewis et 
11. 1989). For ex.ample, a number of lawsuits 
:hallenging school funding for fa.cilities have 
jrawn attention to the poor conditions that many 
itudenls encounter at school [e.g., Roosevelt 
&lementary School No. 66 v. Bishop, 877 P. 2d 
S06 (Ariz. 1994)]. Newspaper stories and 
~esearch studies describing poor ventilation, 
Jfoken plumbing. and overcrowding have raised 
;oncems about the effects of school facilities on 
:eaching and learning. More importantly. so.me 
:onditions. like sagging roofs or poor air quality, 
.lave raised serious questions about· student and 
:eacher safety. 

The physical condition of schools is described in 
1 series of reports based on a 1994 study 
:onducted by the United States General 
,\ccounting Office (GAO). In aqdition, several 
itudies have reported On school repair and 
,;onstruction costs. each with a somewhat 

. different focus. The 1994 GAO study provided 
·:stimates of the cost of repairs, renovations. and 
nodemizations to put schools into good. overall 
,:ondition (lJ.S. GAO 1995a). while a more rec;:ent 
}AO study reported actual school construction 

·:xpenditures for fiscal years 1990 through 1997 
U.S. GAO 2000). Another report included actual 

,;osts of completed school construction projects in 

.998 and projected expenditures for new 

:onstruction, additions. and renovations fOT 1999 

Abramson 1999). A repon recently released by 


i he National Education Association (NEA) gave a 

·:ost estimate of the funds needed for various 

:inds of school infrastructure (including new 

,;onstruction) and education technology 

N"EA2000), 

,"his report provides national data about the 
ondition of public schools in 1999 based on a 
urvey conducted by the National Cemer for 

Education Statistics (NCES) using its Fast 
Response Survey System (FRSS). Specifically. 
this . repon provides information about the 
condition of school facilities and the costs to 
bring them into good, condition; school plans for 
repairs, renovations. and repla.cements; the age of 
public sc;:hoo}s; and overcrowding and practices 
used to address overcrowding., The results 
presented in this report are based on questionnaire 
da.ta for 903 public elementary and secondary 
schools in the United Scates. The responses were 
weighted to produce national estimates .that 
represent all regular public schools in the United 
States. wformation about the condition of school 
facilities is based on questionnaire rating scales 
rather than on physical observation of school 
conditions by outside observers . 

Key Findings 

Estimates of Cost to Put Buildings Into Good 
Condition 

A major barrier for schools to improve their 
facilities is the substantial cost (U.S. GAO 
1995a). If schools are unable to obtain the 
funding they need to perform maintenance or 
construct new buildings when necessary, facilities 
problems multiply, which can result not only in 
health and safety problems. but also in increased 
COStS of repairs (Hansen 1992). Results of the 
1999 FRSS survey indicate that: 

• 	 Three-quarters of schools reponed needing to 
spend some money ·on repairs, renovations, 
ami modemizations to puc the schooI' S onsite 
buildings into good overall condition I (table 

I Scnocls that reported on the queslIonnAlre thD,t tile conditio!) or lllY 
Iype of onsite se~ool building (original aad temporlll)' buildings. 
pe!"lTl:mollt addition) Of Ilrly bu.ilding featu.re (e,g., roofs, plumbing, 
elec:lI'ic power) was less Ihac good (i.e.• any type of building or 
building fC:\Nre'lIIlI! given a ratin!!, or adequ~te. fair. poor, or 
replace) provided iaformstioa about the COSt of the Ileeded repairs. 
renoVlItlons. ~nd modemiZ.:1tions. This is somewhat different from 
tbe approach used by OAO ill 1994. whiell prevellt,<; direct 
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5). The tQ[aJ amoum needed ·by schools was 
estimated to be approx.imately $127 billion 
(see table 23 in appendix B). 

., 	 The average dollar amount per school for 
schools ne~ding to spend money was a.bout 
$2.2 million (see table 23 in appendix B). 
The average cost per student of repairs, 
renovations, and modernizations to put the 
school into good overall condition among th~ 
schools that reported needing to spend rooney 
was $3,800 (table 5). . 

Types of School Buildings and Overall 
F'acHities Conditions 

()bservations of school facilities have appeared in 
headlines. speeches. and reports that focus on the 
deteriorating environmental and. physical 
conditions of the nation' II schooLs. Results of the 
)999 FRSS survey confum that although most 
schools ate in relatively good condition, many 
schools are in less than adequate condition: 

One in four schools reported that at least one 
type of onsite building (i.e., original and 
temporary buildings, pennanent additions) 

d··:I.d monowas in less than a equate con 

Approximately 11 million students were 
enrolled in schools reporting at least one type 
of onsite buHding in less' than adequate 
condition (table 3). Of these students. about 
3.5 million attended schools where at least 
one type of building was in poor condition or 
needed to be replaced because it was non
operational or showed significan~y 
substandard perfonnance (see table 23m 
a.ppendix B). 

Eighty-one percent of schools reponed that 
their anginal buildings were io adequa.te or 
better condition, 84 percent of those schools 
with permanent additions reported them to be 
in adequate or better condition, and 81 
percent of schools with temporary buildings 

:ompaJison of tile cost estimates between tile FRSS and GAO 
ltudies. 

fllis is based on type. or onsil~ buildings. and does not include 
building rearures. 11 is also b~cd Oil ratings of Ic>$ th!l.n aru:quare 
~Qnditioll. wruch illcludes the ratings of fair, poor. ~d repillce. 

reported them to be in adequate or better 
condition (table 1), This means that 
approximately one in fi ve schools having a 
panicular type of building reported that these 
building types' were in less than adequate 
condition. Thls included 4 to 6 percent 
reporting buildings in poor condition (defined 
as consistent substandard performance). and 1 
to 2 percent reporting that buildings needed to 
be replaced due to significantly substandard 
perfOl'lTUlnce or non-operational condition. 

• 	 The condition of original buildings and 
temporary structures did not vary signi

v 	 ficantly by school characteristics3
; however, 

the condition of permanent additions varied 
by concentration of poverty: schools with the 
highest concentration of poverty (defined 
here a.s 70 percent or more of the students 
eligible for free or reduced~price lunch) were 
more likely to report that their permanent 
additions were in less than adequate condition 
than were schools with 20 to 39 percent or 
schools with less than 20 percent of their 
students eligible fOr free or reduced.price 
lunch (30 percent versus 13 percent and 8 
percent, respectively; table 2). 

Condition of Building F~atures 

The 1999 FRSS survey on the condition of public 
schooL facilities also collected infonnation on the 
condition of. nine different building features: 
.roofs; framing. floors. and foundations; exterior 
walls, finishes; windows, and doors; interior 
finishes and trim; plumbing; heating, ventilation 
and air conditioning: electric power; electrical 
lighting; and life safety features. The 1999 FRSS 
survey found that: 

j The schOOl eMm(:reristics used as analysis variables in !his report 
:uc school instrUctional level. school enrollment size. loc3le. 
(centr.ll oily, urb311 fringe/I:uge tOwn, ruraVsm:lU tOWll) , region, 
ptm;;ca[ minority enrollment, :nd percent of studentS iII ~c school 
eUgible for free or rcdut:~d·pnce &choolluuch (WhICllludlc:lIes the 
COIICellUll.lioll of poverty in the school). Throughout thiS report. 
aiffenmccs (parti;:ul:uly those by school ch:u:acteristics) l.h:1t .may 
appc3f large mlIY not be statistiC:1l1y significant :rus is due in pan 
co the relatl vely large :;tandaId errors sUl'ToWlding the eSUm,nes 
(because of the small sample size) aud the usc of LIte Boufen-ool 
:tdjllStrl\eOIIO control for multiple comparisons. 

iv 
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• 	 Fifty percent of schools reported that at least 
one of the nine building features at their 
school was in less than adequate condition 
(table 4). and three·quarters of those schools 
had more than one building feature in less 
than adequate c;ondition (figure I). Schools 
in central cities were more likely than schools 
in urban fringe areas and large towns to 
report at least one building' feature as less 
than adequate (56 percent compllred with 44 
percent; table, 4). Schools with the highest 
concentration of poverty (70 percent or more 
of the students eligible for free or reduced· 
price lunch) were more Hkely to report that a.t 
least one building feature was in less than 
adequate condition thun were schools with 20 
to 39 percent or schools with less than 20 
percent of their students eligible for free or 
reduced-price lunch (63 percent versus 45 
percell[ each). 

• 	 Approximately one-fifth of schools indicated 
less than adequate conditions for life safety 
features, roofs, and electric power, and about 
a quarter of sChools reported less than 
adequate conditions foC' plumbing, and for. 
exterior walls. finishes, windows. and doors 
(table 4). Heating, ventilation, and air 
conditioning systems were reported to be in 
less than adequate condition at 29 percent of . 
schools. 

Environmental Conditions 

Environmental conditions, such as heating, 
ventilalion. and air conditioning. are important 
aspects of the day-to-day environment for 
students. The 1999 FRSS survey on the condition 
of public school facilities also collected 
infannation on satisfaction with six different 
environmental conditions: lighting, heating. 
ventilation. indoor air quality. acoustics or noise 
control. and physical security of buildings. The 
results of the 1999 FRSS survey indicate thar: 

• 	 Forty-three percent of the schools reported 
that at least one of the six environmental 
factors was in unsatisfactory condition (table 
8), and approximately two-lhirds of those 
schools had more than one environmenta.l 
condition in unsatisfactory condition (figure 

" 2). Ventilation was the environmental 
condition most likely to be perceived as 
unsatisfactory (26 percent of schools; table 
8). About a fifth of schools reported they 
were unsatisfied with heating, indoor air 
quality, acoustics or noise control, !lnd the 
physical security of buildings. and 12 percenl 
were unsatisfied with lighting conditions. 

• 	 Schools .in rural areas a.nd small towns were 
more likely than schools in urban fringe areas 
and large towns to report that at least one of 
their environmental conditions was unsatis
factory (47 percent compared with 37 per
cent; table 8). Schools with the highest 
conc;entration of poverty were more likely to 
report a.t least one unsatisfactory environ
mental condition than were schools with the 
lowest concentration of poverty (55 percent 
compared with 38 percent). 

• 	 About one-third of schools were unsatisfied 
with the energy efficiency of the school, and 
38 percent were unsa.tisfied with their 
flexibility of instnlctiona.l spac~ (see table 2:3 
in appendix B). 

Plans for Repairs, Renovation, or Replacement 

The condition of school facilities is continuously 
changing, and information about schools' future 
plans for building or installing new structures or 
additions. as well as plans to make major repairs, 
renovations, or replacements in the next 2 years, 
may provide insigbts into the future condition of 
these facilities. The 1999 FRSS survey found 
that: 

• 	 About two-thirds of public schools had 
written long-range facilities plans that guide 
their planning for facilities improvements 
(table 12). One-fifth of schools reported 
plans to build new attached andlor detached 
permanent additions in the next 2 years, and 1 
in 10 reported plans to install new temporary 
buildings in the next 2 years (table 13). 

• 	 About half of the schools planned to lIlake 
major rep-airs, renovations. or replacements to 
at least one building feature in the next 2 
years (table 14). Overall, 41 percent of 
schools indicIlted plans to make major repairs 

v 
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or renovations to at least one building feature. 
and one-quarter planned· to replace at least 

. one building feature in the next 2 years, 

• 	 Schools in less than adequate condition were 
more likely to have plans for repairs, 
renovations, or replacement. While 46 
percent of schools in adequ.ate or better 
overall condition reported plans to repair, 
renovate, or replace at least one building 
feature in the next 2 years, 67 percent of 
schools in less than adequate condition 
reported such plans (figure 4). 

Functional Age of Schools and Schoo] . 
Conditions 

A number of repotts have raised concerns about 
the age of America's public schools (e.g .• U.S. 
Department of Education 1999b). Because age of 
the building, by itself, may be somewhat less 
imponant than its history of maintenance and 
renovation. a more accurate indication of a 
.chool's age is its functional age. Functional age 
is defined as the age of the school based on the 
year of the most recent renovation or the year of 
:onstruction of the main instructional buiJding(s) 
if no renovation has occurred. Results of the 
1999 FRSS survey indicate that: 

•. 	 In 1999, the average age of the main 
insrrucrional building(s) of public schools 
was 40 years, based on years since original 
construction (table 17). Among schools that 
had been renovated since construction. the 
renovation, on average, occurred 11 years 
ago. 

The average functional age of schools, based 
on the year of the most recent renovation or 
the year of construction if no renovation had 
occurred. was calculated to be 16 years. In 
general, average functional age did not vary 
by school characteristics, although small 
schools were older than medium or large 
schools. 

The functional age of schools was found [0 be I 

related to their condition. Older schools were 
more likely than newer schools to report less 
than adequate or unsatisfactory conditions 
(figure 6). 

Overcrowding 

Dramatic increases in enrOllment due to the 
"baby-boom echo, II immigration. and migration 
have led many schools to enroll far more students 
than they were designed to accommodate. 4 

Compounding these conditions are initiatives to 
reduce class size, resulting in the need for even 
more classrooms. As the public school system 
copes with such conditions, there is growing 
concern about the degree of overcrowding that 
may exist in some schools. This report provides 
information about the extellt to which public 
schools are overcrowded, at . capacity, or 
underenrolled.S Overcrowded schools were 
defined as having an enrollment that was more 
than 5 percent above the capacity of the school's 
permanent instructional buildings and space (i.e., 
overenrolled). Schools with enrollments within 5 
percent of the capacity of their pennanent 
buildings and space werc considered to be at 
capacity, and schools with enrollments more than 
5 percent below the capacity of their permanent 
buildings and space were . considered 
underenrolled. The 1999 FRSS survey indicates 
that: 

• 	 Overall, about hnlf of public -schools were 
underenrolled. about one"quarter were within 

.5 	 percent of their capacity, and about a 
quarter were overcrowded. based on the 
capacity of their permanent instructional 
buildings and space (table 19). 

• 	 Large schools. were more llkely than other 
schools to be seriously overcrowdeci (more 
than 25 percent overEmrolled), while small 
schools were more likely than other schools 
to be severely uriderenrolled (table 19). 

, 	Migr~tion patterns (e.g., families moving OUt of p:uticular areas) 
and decisions farrulic.5 mnkee with regard to their children', 
schooling (e.t\., priv»te school enrollment) !Tl.ly also IC<ld to a 
dt!cline in enrolimetlCs among some public schools. These declicco 
m:ly result ill ~chooLs thaI nrc u.nd~reflrolled. 

: The proportion indic:lting the degrec to which ~nrollmcnt exceeds 
or [:llls below tile capacity of the permanent buildlngs and 
iDstrUClional spac~ was c:IiculslCd USiDg the following fomul.: 

X -=' [(total srudent enrollment) - (capacity of 
pennaneut instl'1JctioD~1 buildings ~nd sp~ce)J / 
(e~paeity o( pcrm;ment instrUctional builclings ;)J]d 
space). 

vi 
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Schools with a high minority enrollment 
(more than, 50 percent) were more likely than 
schools with a low minority enrollment (5 
percent or less) to be seriously overcrowded. 

• 	 Schools that were classified as overcrowded 
were more likely than other schools to, report 
that a.t least one type of onsite building was in 
less than adequate condition (figure 9). 
Overcrowded schools were also more likely 
than other schools to have at least one 
building feature in less than adequate 
condition, and to have at least one environ
mental factor in unsatisfactory condition. 

• 	 About il third (36 percent) of schools 
indicated that they used portable classrooms. 
and 20 percent reported using temporary 
instructional space (table 22). Among these 
schools, most reported using portables and 
temporary instructional space to alleviate 
overcrowding. 

Conclusions 

Although the majority of America's public 
schools . are in adequate or better (;ondition. a 
sizable minority are not. About a quarter of the 
schools reported that at least one type of onsite 
building WIlS in less thl,ln adequate condition, haif 
reponed that at least one building feature was in 
less than adequate condition, and about 4 out of 
10 reponed at least one unsatisfactory 
environmental condition. Data about the 
functional age of schools suggest that the oldest 
schools are most in need of attention, buc that 
many of these schools do not have plans for 
improvement. About three..quaners of public 
schools do not bave problems with overcrowding. 
but close to 10 percent have enrollments that are 
mOte than 2S percent greater than the capacity of 
their permanent buildings. CoUectiv,ely, these 
data provide a complex portrait of [he current 
physical condition and crowding in America's 
public schools. Although the majority of schools 
are in adequate condition, functionally young. and 
not overcrowded. a substantial number of schools 
are in poor condition, and some of them suffer 
from age and overcrowding. Past experience 
suggests thac 'correcting these problems will be 
costly. 

vii 
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IV. THE E-RATE IN PRACTICE: RESEARCH 
FINDINGS IN FOUR MIDWESTERN CITIES 

..-... .... Oa5Sess the impact of the E·Rate.The:: Benlon rour:d"tion commissioned 

resean;hers from the EDClCenter for Children and Technologylo visit four 

large. urban schoo.1 districls during the fall semester or the 1999-2000 

school ye;;r: Chicago. Illinois; Clevel;;tnd. Ohio; Detroit. Mlchlg<ln; an(l 

Milwaukee. Wisconsin. These four districts serve;:;pproximatdy 800.000 

students, most of whom live in poverty. 

COMMON THEMES 

While each of the districts has pursued its own path throur,h the process of 

pl;mning, applying for and using E-Rale funding. several common themes crncrge f(om 
'J 

their expericrlCes; 

Network Infrastructure deployment accelerated, and Internet accesS 
improved'dramatica.lly. 

The E-Rate initiative hilS made it possible for these &.lrict~ to creiite robust. high-qu."liity 

networks that would never hav~ been put 111 plnce: wilhout E·R"te: funding.Th~ E-R.~te h~s 

had an espcc.ially high impact fO"several reasons: '[he funding It provides was nol capped 

at a certain Icv~l; it requires imensive planning and implementation: and h. encourages 

leveraging of multiple funding sources. Sevel·<ll district admifllStrators s<lId E-r-\3te runding 

eni1bled thorn to make <l quantum leap in their districts. 

E.Race funding has enabled sc:hool districts to leyerage existing financial 

resources. 

Resources freed up by E-Ratc funding. as well as money from state· level Initiatives. <lrD 

now being used to P?y for elements of technology programs that are not covered by the 

E-F\alC. For example: because of E·Rate subsidies, Delroit has been able to combIne 

money from a state-level program with funds saved al: the district level to pay for much 

of its electncalupgrados. \ 

Professional development needs ar:e increasing geometrically. 

Sc.hools must provide adequate pl"Ofessional dtlvelopment to holp teachers leilrn how to use 

these newly accessible tools. Otherwise. the gap between technologically sophisticated and 

technologically weak schools will grow wider: Even though the need for tr,unlng Will only 

Erow. dep<lrtm€nts often must support these efforts onlnsC'cure or inadeq'..Ji1te funding. 

District le«der& must be convinced of the importance of continuing to emphilsizc Slistained. 

creallve profeSSional development for teachers around the lise of these new tool$, 

p " C\ £ III 
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School districts are highly dependent on E~Rate funding, e~en though the 
adnnces they are makIng are highly ·~ulr'lerabJe to changes'in the 
political environment. 

Allhougll the E-F\3Le is enabling school districts to lew,rage important resources, It is'not 

generating significant local expenditures for technology infrastruc1lJrc. On the contrary, 
. . 

district budgets often rely en .the E-Rate to. ensure that they will be able to sustain their 

newly oSLablishcd networks. Several district administi'aters expres5cd concem that the 

Schools and Libraries Division is I)ot yet emphilslzing to~chool5 ~nddistricts the need to 

plan how they will meet ongoillg costs. For eXilmple. as scho.ols l-nake the transition to 

. conducting dlstrlct-wido administrative business online. telecomlTlunlctltions bills will be 

high: meeting them will require continuing discounts via the E-R.~te progr;jm. 

. ' 

The E·Rate has led to changes in school distric;:t planning practices. 

The E-Hate has forced school administrators to acquire new knowledge and to leilm new 

forms of collJboratlon,The rC5utt ha5 been better plilnning, new Itlnes ef communiCOltion 

imd Improvements In billlllg c\lld ~ccounting practices, In some cases, staff members from . 

edLJc"tlon~1 technology dep~nments have gained sigllificilnt innuence in other dep'lrtrnent;; 

wch il5 informiltion technology or operations depilrtments, Improved coordin<ltion

p<lrticul;J.r!y Clmong curriculum and instl"uction. educational technology and infol-mation 

technology departments-will be crucial to ensuring lhat the E-Rate leads to long-term 

Improvements In 'teaching and learning at the classroom level. 

The current E-Rate process taxes relationships with ·vendors. 
, . '\ 

In every diS1l'ict, the E-Ratc has stretched relationships with vendors totheir limits. MilllY . 

factors complICate the bidding, including paymem a~d reimbursement processes required 

by the Schools and L,brari'es Division: the SLD'~' requirement thatdistlicts have in hand. 

the full (pre-dlscoum) cest of the services they request: delays in receiving reimburse

ments from vendcirs: the strain placed on vendors' inventories and labor supplies by 

bidding and awarding processes (described as"hur-ry up and wait" by some): and the time 

constrainls placed on implementation or annual plans, Implementation phases wOr'C so 

inLense that in each of the: (our citi(:s delays were causccJ whcni:o~traclOr5ran out of 

qualified labor. As an administrator explained, "We wcrc using every electrician inthe city 

of Chicclgo.They had to bring people in from downstate to?ct a,lI of the jobs done," 

,"Building basics" delay the deployment of information technology, 

-rhe5e scho;1 districts faced ~n acute need for at least two important I'esources that the 

E-Rate progl-am does not SUppOI"t: electncal upgrades and hardware. In Sevel"al of the 

districts, state grant programs were crucial to creating plans for cluclr'ical upgrades. But 

hardwaropurchasing islargcly the responsibility of individual schools in these distnC1S. 

Dimict nominim;.l1ors should be CllrefllI 'to tr<lck whe,her individu()1 schools increase their ' 

Investment~ in hilrdware in order to take advantage of the networks .that have been 

~rought inLo their claSsrool'ns, 

'"~ 

I 
., II3, ~~. '., l.t .. illY. ~." ,":;<.~ .: .'~~t-: ......, I. I
• ~",", ,'If ••t>.' • ..' • '"';t, I 
~: ·lIlu.·~,~ .'1 ;Y- ,.. • ,,' ..--.,,:,t' \ I 

.~, ., ,1i...~1 • .. ,~,"" ••• 
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Hlgh.level school administrators and community stakeholders need to be 
made aware of the impact of the E·Rate. 

In some districts, though not all, high-ranking administrators wen!'! ini'tially dubious thi'lt the 

,E,Rate was a"real" program that would produce ;lctual funding. Even now, administr~tors 

in some districts report that their supC?riors are not fully aware of the imp<let of this 

pl·ogram. In order to re.alize the maximum benefit from the E-R<lt() progr::tm. comrnllnit,' 

, r1,cmbers and administrative leaders in these districts need to be better Informed about 

this program and about the work tl1<1t it is s.upporti~g at the local level. 

CASE STUDIES 

In this section, the impact of two full years of E,Rate funding on the four school 

districts studied i5 summarized. Each Site VISit included meetings with district-level 

. udmlnlstriltors, principals, technology coordlniltors and teachers, Imcrvlc",:,s focused on 

. four sets of I$SUes: . 

I.The planning process: Past technology planning efforts; pli\nntng (or E-Rale 

,funding: plans for the future. ' 

1.The application process: The challenges and opportunities afforded by the 
application' process; the c;omplexities or working with vendo!".!; Within the 

co.nstralnls of the E-Rate process; the impact of the appll(ation process on 

administrative procedures within the dlstric.l. 

3.I.mpac:t of the E·Rate program: Irnpa<t on technology lIlfrastructure; on 

., - financidl planning for technology; on instructional programs: 011 profeSSional 

development programs .. 

4, SdlO.oJ/distrid relationships: ~ low the district offices communicated with 

individual schools about the E·Rate process: how new Infrastructure supports or 
changes school/district comn'unica'tion; how school-level Input IS InCluded In the 

design and deployment of the networking infrastructure. 

The four districts are among the SO lal'gest school district5 in the U.s.. ranging from 

. Chicago, the third larg~·st. to Cleveland, which ranks 40th. Lurge urban dl~trlcts sucll as . 
thes(:.: have a particularly great need for the[ ..Rate, but they illsc;dace maJor- hUl"dlcs In 

taking advantage of it. 
The most'obvious challenEe is the scale of investment needed to bring rnodel'n 

technology Into their schools. The four districtS each operate bet ween r00 and 600 

individual school buildings and thousands of classrooms. Undel'takinE'. any systemaTIc (i1pi~ill 

impl'ovemcnt in such districts is especially daunting bec;'fu.se funds are rarely aV311i'\blc to 

support intensive investment State funding arrangements rarely accolJnt (or the 

. disproportionate $ize of largo disLrkts. One rece:nt state-level funding progr<J.ITl IS 

TEACH~Technology (or Educational ACHievement-in WisconSin' 

(http://WVvW.teachwi.statc.wim). Since 1997, th~ governor and state legislature helve 

c:omrniUcd up to $100 million per year in order to support investment in cductrtlonfll 

technology and telecommuni.~atlor\s access for schools, libraries and colleges. ThiS program 

Intentionally complements E·Rale funding in some areas and allows some assistance with 

electrical service upgl'ades. However. the financl",1 bUI"den on the local school <ilstnct -is stil! . 

sub:;t..1ntl<l1. The district still b~ars at least 7S percenl of the full cost fOI" Intel"n2l1 eieclrical 

and network infrasLructw'C, 
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Even if scale were not an issue, laq~e urban schools are more likely than other 
districts to face large capital chal\engesTheir school buildings are morc likely to b'e very 

old (over 100 years old in many cases), as well as to have in~dcquatc eleclrical wiring ilfld 
widespread asbestos problems.The most consistent criticism of the E-Rate program in 

these di~tric.ts is that the pn.)gram does not cover the cost of electrical upgrades. 
However; these districts have been able to re-allocatc other funds to meet-partially or· 

entire:ly---the need for electrical IJPe,rades_ 

Three of the four school districls studied (as well as many others) have gone 
through sieniflcllnt transformations in their systems of govt!rn~nce within the past two to 

five yoars, These changes include the takeover and reconSlilution of the Chicago BOilrd of 
EduGltion uy Hilyor Richard M, Daley in 1995, a move followed by similar ac.lions in 

Cleveland and Detroit in 1998. These shifts h::.ve led to substantial changes in the 

bvsincss practices. educiltlonal polICies and Instructional emphases of these districts. 

But they havG placed burdens on administrators, complicating effort$ to undertake long~ 

term plannrng required if lichools an~ to make the most crreclive use of the E-Rate 

program. Many administrators also suggest that the challenge of applying for E-RaLe 
funding has Icd lo changes in planninc and budgeting processes that otherwise would not 

hilVt: been nearly as high a priority. 

Large urban school districts also race perSlstem: challenges in attracting and retaining 
highly qualified Leachers,ThC' E-Rate pror,ram m::.y SE'em far removed from such issues, but 

admillistralors say that im:trlfling modern Informi)tion tcchl"lOlogy h;lS ~lgnlficaniJy helped 

them overcome this problem. Technology gives schools an opportunity to transform the 

clay-to. doly comnlunicalion and information-sharing prtlaices of teachers and 
administrators in the district and beyond. It enables school administrators to 

reconceptualizc how profession::!1 developrnent aaivities are delivered. sustained and 
extended into the classroom.Technology also helps anraa new teachers. often from 
outside of the dislric l, bec.;lI.lsc it offers them access to up-lo.date resources, 

CHICAGO 

The Chicago Public 5c\)001 District indudes about 578 schools ilnd serves 

approximately 430,000 students. 84 percentol whom receive' free 0.1- reduced-price 

lunches, M,my school. buildings in the district are over 100 years old. but the district has 
undertaken II major capit~1 improvement proeram funded ·by a bond issue of over $1 ,9 
billiofl. In the past two ye,lrs, 15 new schools have been built and 12 more arc under 
constnKtion, Almost all schools have received Glpltal improvements over tho pa~1 two 
years, focIJsod largely on upgrading their electrical capacities:in antlclptltlon ofthc 

Ir.stali;;ltion of E-RaLe,runded networks. The budget for·the Capitallnlprovemcfll rrorram 

includes ~ignificant funding for electrical upgrades. 
Before receIVIng E-Rate funding, the distJict had devclop(!d a plan {or a wide area 

network (WAN), b~rt it never SeClJI-ed adequat8 fundin~ to support full implementiltion'. 

Individual schools pursued their Own netWorking on an ad-hoc bilSis. A few Schools had ' 
sophisticated networks, while olhers had partial netWorks 01' connections to the Internet But 
the lilrgc majority of school~. did not have Internet access Or' netwqdo;ing within their building~, 

Every school in Ch,c;lgo h7ls a local School Council (LSC) that Wields significant 
contl'ol over discrci:ionary funds, mnkes some curriculilr and instruaional decisions and 
man~g('s the physkill plant of the school.These schools wel-e Llble to apply lor E-Rate 

furlds independent of the district-wide application submilted by the district 

Lldmlnistraticl(\.lnform<Jtlon reported here reflects the outcomes of the distria-Ievcl 
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11.1: administrators 

described the H-Rate 

program as a "(ross

functional project" 
I 

because it requires an 

unusual/eve! of 

>collabomtion ?l1rlong 

many departments 

that are rarely 

required to (oordi11ttte 

witb one another 

'around an individual 

project.. .As one 

interview Jubject said. 

tji'-Rme gets into 

everybodys b,tesiness. " 

E-Rate investment, and does not Indud£l the work of those individual schools, that have 
applied for or rcceivedE-Rate funding. 

Impact of E-Rate. In the first year of the E·Rate. Chic.1go received $27 million. A'S 
,of November 1999, Chicago had received over $74 million in E-Rate funding, making i1 
the second largest benenciary of the program, Only New York City received a highc( 
E-Rate subsidy. 

Chicago's plan (or E-Rate-funded networking included two maJor' components, FW5t. It 
estilbllshed a WAN for both ildminj~lratlve and classroom use -(.'m initiative known as the 
ShortScope program).This network was completed in September 1999. with T I lines 
running to administrative drops In every school. Second, durinB the second year of the 
E-Rate program the di!;trict moved to establish a "Local School Education NetwOI'k,"This 
$57 million initiative is intended to complement local schoo! Investments in Intemal wIring, 
The disLri(t cstinl;;.tes that approximately 260 of Its schools have received some E-RatC' 
funding, Including a tollli of approximately $40 million for individual ~chool local area 
networks.The Local School Education Network funds will be used 'to ensure that all 
schools meet a mlOimal technology standard. with a, goal of networking <It le.,sl 10 

classrooms. as well as libraries and computer labs. in every school. 
Coordinating the district's Investments with the plans and applications ,of individual 

schools to create a singlc, uniform district-wide Infrastructure has been a complex. 
challengl.!. For Year Three, the Department of Learning Technolo!.:les has asked indiVidual 
schools in the district to identify their needs for further E-R;lte funding and to rOlward 
them !~ the dh;tnctThcy will then 5~bmit a single E-Rate application for the,entlre dl~,t,·,ct. 
which should streamline the coordination process. E-Rate funding has aiso generated 
significant savings in olher parts o( the district budget. and those savings are being funneled 
into professional development. educalional intranet development E:lfor~s and electrical 
upgrades for the schools. 

Challenges of pursuing E·Rate f'undihg.The prim<lry challenge adminislrators 
faced In pursuing E-,Rate funding .was designing and coordinating their apptical!on so It was 
integrated with the capital improvement program, the ShortScope Wide area fletworK and 
individual $chools' own networking efrorts. 

The administrators described the [-Rate program as il "cl"o5s-functioniltproJ6Ct" 
bel;ause It reqUires an unusual level of collaboration among many dcpar.trncnts th;;t arc 
rarely requirEld to coordinate with one another around all individual p~oiect, Submllling , 
successful applications '[0 the Schools and Libraries Division has required pulling people 
from many different departments (such as leg;;].l, purchaSing, infol'l'l1ation technolof,Y and 
school operatl.ons) into the same room. Many of these departments ara rarely asked so 
expliCitly to coordinate their work, and the unusual n::quirements of 'tho E~RJte application 
process challenged many of the normal business practices of the district. As one interView 
slJbject said. "E-Rate gets il11:o everybody's business." ' 

Instructional Issues. The primary focus of Chicago's Department of Leamll':lg 
1echnologies is supporting the professional devc:lopment of teaci'lc!rs,-J'his gl'oup hilS been 
dovotlng significant resources to developing tools and resources that will be made 'Ivailable 
to teachers over the mtraMt network. A district-wide curriculum I-esourcc. organized around 
the st;}te and city si:undards and the Chicago structured curriculum. already is <lvJilaule and is 
growinl.l rapidly,The schools are also rolling out a "Curriculum Wizard" de~lgned to suppOrt 
teachers in writing technology-rich and standards-based curricula. . 

Chicago has had a district tochnology plan since 1997. as well' as standards (lnd 
guidelines for technology in(raSlrlJ(~tures within schools since 199~, Schools are not reqUired 
to follow these spoclfications but cannot receive technical SlIPPO!"t from the distl'icl If they 
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do'not follow them The disl.ric[ office also, supports 28 former teachers' as a ''Tecbnology 

Resource Nclwork': of consullant> responsible for helping the schools develop their 

inrrtlslruci.LIf'C find improve their U$e of ~echno!ogy. 

CLEVELANb 

The Cleveland Municipill S(hool Oistrict Indudes approximately I 18 schools and 

serves 77,000 students. 7S percent of whom are eligible 'for free or reduced-price 

lunches, Uritil 1996, li11lc educational technology was aViulable in theClevcland schools: 

and what was available was concentrated ,in spec;iali2ed magnet schools.The dislrict 

had no. history of inv£lstrng local funds in instructional technology other than a nE"lwork 

for administrative (unctions, 
The Ohio SchoolNet project gave Cleveland's edlJCatlonitechnology Intraslructure a 

major' push in I996.-r:his project made $500 million aViulilble 10 networl< every elemcnt(!ry 
school classroom in the stale, Cleveland did not apply for the program initially because It 

Wil. run on a co~t'-rcimbur5I!mcnt basis and the district did n91: have adequ<lte -funding 
available to cover costs up-fr'ont.This requirement was l<lter changed. and Cleveland 

eventually partlcipa!cd in the progr.lm.Anotherinilial bbrtado was that SchoolNet did not 
originally 5upplycomputers. but thiS c:.hanged liS well. As a result illl K-~. <lassrooms in 

CIc.:vcli:lnd have now been wired, with each possessing four SChoolNctcornputers. 

Anticlpilting the Introduction of the E-Hate prograr(l. Paul K;irlin. maniiger.of the 

, dislfIct's EducationaI1i=chno!ogy Office. brought 'together a cross.departmenlal W'CiUpOr 

admjnlstri.l~ors and teachers in 1997 to develop a technology plan for the distrkt. ThiS 

dron did not s'(imulilte nt:;:~ funding fr'om the district budget, but the school b;:>ard set 

aside $20 million for a. new admlnlstra1ive network. which was seen as ncc;e~~ary primalily 

becau~Q ofY2K concerns: At "the time. the exisLing administrative network-,-which rim 

ova 'J6QO·baud dlrtl-up Irnes- was still the only inter-school network In the dlslria. The 

instructio.l1ill techr,ology $taff developed plans to coon:;linatc the upgl'ading of the . 
lldrninistr<itivc network with the il"r'lplementillion of <in E:!dLlcCl'tionill network thal would 

reach into classrooms as well. 
Impact of E-Rate. Cleveland received $26 million in E-Ra.Le funding inthe tirst year 

of the pror,l"arn-~the third largest commitment in the country. behind New York City and 

Chicago,The~e funds were dedicate:d to svpponing the irnplemenl.3'(Ion 0( a wide /Ired 
network fOI- the district as we,ll as (or' internal Wifing in all schools not already wired under 
the SchoolNet project. Some $12.5 million in Yeilr2 E·Ralc ~undlng w:1I suppOrt vanous 
enhancements to the network. . 

The district IS establishing the largest and most robust school-networking system In 
. Ohi~. A T I network runs throLlgholit ,the di$i.rict. and multiple T I lines run from the 

district dilla centerto the st;rte Intemet prOVider agency. In addilion, all classrooms in the 
Clcvelnnd public schools' are now wired for intern;:}1 c.ommunications i:lrid Internet aCcess. 

Challenges of pursuing E·Rate funding. Applying for E-R.1te funds was an 


inkmiv€l and collaborative process, involving administrative staff from mmy parts of the 

dlst,-ict.Tht; process reguired a hiCh level 'of coordinJtion across the dC'partment~, GOing 


forward With the implementation process is becoming increasingly burdensome because 

the district continues to p<ly for the adlTllnisLI'<Jtlon and management of its Educational. 


TcchnoloeY Office exclUSively through grants. $chC?ols; therefore, can only seek SUPPOI-t 

from the dislrict (or p<lrts of their programs that arc Sl)ppofted by specific grants. 


Limited <lcceSS to hardware in the district's 23 middle·schools'll.nd 16highschools also. . . . 
wnstrains implementation of E-Rate fund~ng in Cleveland, Additionally. the cosl of electl-ical 
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upgrildes-mct partially but not adequately by state .and feder-oil progrilms-is being 

addressed Incrementil.!ly. In the rneilntiine, this problem continues to imp(:dc full utilization 

of the networks the E-Ram program has made available . 

. ln$tt'l.Ictional issues. Bcoskles coordinating development of the:: E-Rate-fundcd 

technology, the Educational Technology Office is placing a strong focus .on supporting 

professional development opportunities for teachers. The district is participating in severa.l 

grimt-supported professional development Inrtiatives indudingthe Alliance Program. 

fimded by the Joyce Foundiltion. and the S;:lVvY CybcrTeacher Program led by the Stevens 

Institute ofTechnoloey. The district aims to uSe a U.s. Dep~rtment of Education Ch;:Jllenw~ 
Grant to train every elementary teac.her in the program over five years.1 he technolo£y 

office, which oversees theso pl-ograms, is emphasizing the Savvy CybcrTe;:lcher training as ;; 

mechanism to f;lmlliarlze tC<lch~r$ Wilh the Web-based re:;ourccs 'that are now 8WIII(').ple to 

. them in their cla.,rooms. 

The efforts of Cleveland's Educ.ationril Technology Of1i~e arc nOI fully coordinated 

with the programs of its Curriculum and Inslruction Departm<:::m. ThiS di~conncct has 

limited the Inlluena) of the In.structiontll technology group on district-level plilnning for the 

use of technology. AI the Sil.mG time. technology inltl()tives origiMtinn in olh€r parts or the 

. dlstrtct have not been coordinated with the networking initiatives of the Educational 

'lechnology Offlc.e. For eXiimple, 1he district has invested in tC!:>t preparation and Integr.1ted 

learning system, (mO$lly free· standing) and is considering increasing theil- pl'escncc 

throughout the district. These are lechnologi,al investments thell do not lev~ragc or take 

advantage of the E-Ratc-funded nelworking InfraS1ructure that has been put Into pll1ce 

over the past two years. 

DETROIT 

The Detroit Public School Distnct includes approximately 250 schools and serves 

about 175,000 students, 84 percent ofwhom receive free or. r'edvced-pl"icc lunches.· 

Previously organized into six regions of 43 schools ei\ch. the distnct has been reorg<lni:wd 

into dusters of elementary and middle schools feeding individual high 5<.lIools.1I1e aVt;;"lgc 

agQ of a DetrOit school building is 66 years, and :10 of the distrjct'~ 250 schools were builL 

in the 18905. Some schools al'e still. burning coal for heat. 

Before !996, only a handrul of schools in DetrOit were connected to the Intemel. The 

distnct was running iln administrative network that supported only dial-lip connections. 

Very few classroolTlS had Imernet "cc.ess.. ln 1996, the district received $500.000 from the 

statc of Michigan to support school networking. part of a settlement I\merit~ch was 

reqUired to pay as a rermbursement for overchal-glng customers. The district used funds as 

~eGd money to begin the process of establishing prototype networkmg projects In several 

high schools. Although some schools were beginning to use Title I fur I(:J5 10 pUrCh3S(! 

con'1J)uters, the vast majority of Detroit 5,110015 had little or no technology in place. 

The central administration had yet to define standards for technology pur(has0s. ItS 

rESourccs were extreln<':ly limited and there was no coordinaLCd plan in plllC(,) for the 

distribution and deployment of technology, While efforts like Net Day were iniporLam: 

catalysts for i~trodtlcing network technology Into 501'fle schools, Detroit was not ready to 

contemplate establishing il. robust networking infrastructure that could suppor~ 

InStructional practices at the classroom level. 

Impact of E.Rate. Detroit Public Schools received $18 million in the first year of 

E-R.lIte·funding.Their initial goal was to wire half oftne schools in the di!>tric:r'-'i111 the high 

schools and mid diG schools, along with a select group of elomenta.ry schools-and 'La 
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begin establishing a wide area network. In the second year of the E·Rate, DetrOit received 
just under $18 million.This money will support continuation of the wirin'g program and 
completion of the wide arca network. The schnob aim to have every building wired and 
the wioe cl\"Cil network in pl3ce by the spring of 2000, During the third year they will . 

focu:; on getting ev~ry classroom wired" 

Jim Davis, director of information systems management (or the di,lria, described the 

~-R.ate program as "a godsend:' PrevIous efforts to design and implernem a systema'(ic 

networkJng structure never had adequate (undine behind them, Even now, he reported, 

the distdcI'S technology effor'ts would come to a "complete standstill" if the E.R.c1te 

progranl wore canceled, The E-Rilte program has also generated at leas, $6 million in 


savings for the DetrOit Public Schools. Davis ilnticipa'(es that these savings will be 


trilnsferrcd to the instructle>nal technology depanment and used to support pl'ofessional 


development programs. 

Challenges of pursuing E·Ra.te funding, Other man the E-Rate, the major, 

Sourer:: of fiJndine ror Infr(lWuc.ture in Detroit is a portion of a large bond thal was 

approv09 In 199S, Eventually this will provide as much as $1 10 million for tec.hnology
rcbted resources, but the money is not yet In hand (lnd i1. is unclear when it will arrive, 

E:ectrical'upgrados an;! a problern in Detl-oit as In'the other dlSlricts, but this problem 

has been effectively addr-essE.'d through a stl\te-kvcl,fund that Wi;i5 established to make lip 
for past under:;pendmg on special education, ThiS resource, called the Durant Fund, has 

provided $1' 2 million for electnc;)1 upgrades in tho Detroit schools, largely :;olving the 
dls1ricl's electncal upgr<Jde problem. 

Instructional issues. Unlike tha other districts In this stvdy: where departments 
rc~ponsiblc for educational technology have managod the E-ft"te program, the DetrOit 

E-kale program has been managed within the OffiCe of Inform<ttion Systems Mal1i1gerri<?nl:, 

The district's imlructlon;al technology program falls within the curriculum and instruction 

dcpartmC'nt nnd has not been involved in E·Ratc pl<lnninE or implement'ltlon. _ 

Parents and community members have brought significant pre5~urc to bl'ing technology , 
, '. 

Into the district's InstfuOlonal progl'am. In ordeno'meet tbis need and to make: use of the 

infraslructllre now in place, principals are be:glnning to spend slgnlfic.am portions oflitle I 

fund$-:""lTIost o( which ~re'controlled at lhe, schoollevel-lo purchase new computers, 

Cornpoundlng the challenge) of providlllg technology-related profe£slonal 

development in Detroit is the fact that a !al-ge portion of the teaching staff is ne(lrin[l 

retirement (lge. Most teachers in the district are either vely experienced or brand new, 

mJking the tilcik of dC~lgnlng appropriate professional development actiVities difficult, 

No n(';)w professional development planning has yel taken place in connection with the 
increased access being made availClble by the,E-Rate, 

There IS also a strong local emphaSIS on developing community teChnology centers 


<lnd keeping schools open at night for nC'ighborhood uSE:!. District contributions and an 

!j",8 million dollar gri1nt {rom the Anncnberg/CPB Projecrs are supporting IS new 


. comrnunity tElchnolqgy centers, five of which arc now in place, IBM and Compaq arc (liso , 

prOViding hardware fOr'lhese slles,. 

MILWAUKEE 

The Milwaukee Public School District includE'S (lPPr'Oximately '60 ,schools serving 

I 13,000 students, 80 percent of whom are eligiblo for free or reduced-price lunc;hes, 
Some 70 of the district's schools were bUilt before 1930, and 20 wC're buill in the 19th 
cenlury. Five 'new schools were built in 1991. 
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In 1995. the district had few computers and almost no networking infrastructure, 

In order to spur investment in educational technology, a group of teachers, principals, 

university-based collaborators and districl administrators came together to develop a 

district-wide technology plan that articulated an overall vision for using tec.hnology to 

support toaching and leaming.Tho.price tag associaled with the pl'1n WClS around $300 
million. The school board supportcd the plan in principle, but provided lillie funding to 

help move it fOlward. 

Ovcr the next three years, the district's Department ofTec:hnology pursued other 

fllnding sources, Including grants from private foundiltions and federal and st;lte prograrns. 

TIH:l d~~partlTlent also worked wIth individual schools in allocating their mdividlJai budget.~, 

By the fall of 1998, some important components of the plan were in place. Including the 

b~ginnings of awide area network and internal wlri!'lg'ln some school buildings. 

The staleWldl? TEACH program has also been a key point of finanCial k:vel'<lge for t.he 

. district. This prOject pan.lally pays for electrical llpgrades,whic:h are not cligl~le for f.-Ri'!te 

flmdlng. as well as other kinds of irl(ra,lruauro inve.~tments, 

. Impact of E-Rate. In the first year of the E-R<lte. Milwaukee rec.eived $23., million. 

the fourth hight3st allocation funds, after New York, Chic:aEo and Cleveland As o( O(lobor 

1999, approximately htllf of 1111 district classrooms were wired with fiber-optIC cable and 

had a minimLlm of 12 drops each. As a rcsutt of the' first two years of the E-Rat.e, the 

dlstricl expects to complete a fiber-based Wide area network, They hope to hav~ all 

clas!.rooms fully wired by December 2000,The district is installing in-school wil;lng 111 high 

sc.hools first, followed by middle and elementary schools, District tldmlnistrators repol1 

that the technlcailnfrastructure oUllined in the original 1996 technology plan is now 80. 

pcrcem real!zed;thls result is largely because of the E-Rale program, While the vision 

artICulated In that plan continues to gUide the di£trkt's technology investments, a revised ' 

technology plan 15 now being developed, This plan will refleCl'the rapid progl'ess the 

districl has made, as well as ht:'lp gUide new phases of dovolopm~nt. 

Challenges of pursuing E-Rate funding. Leadership for technology 

development in Mllwauked is strong. The sup~rim€Jndcnt and the director of wchnology 

both have long hlsLories within the dirtl-Ict. dnd they share a commit.m;:;nt 10 using, 

technology to support teaching and leilrnin~, 

The admi~istrator5 in Milwau~e who t)ave, managed theE-Rate process have a 

V31'lCty of background~-50me are educators and some are primarily business or technical 

people. They have collaborated intcl'lSlvely on the E-Rate application process, which they 

described as hIghly challenging,'ln Pilrtic:uia,~ administrators Cited dimcullU.:s in seekins\ 

appropnate bids from vendors, cool-dinating electrical upgrades with wiring efforts ilnd 

finding adequate funding to guarantee contracls with vendors who sometime:; were 

unwilling to sien agreements unless the districl hOld money In hand. Adminlstr«tol"S had 

trot)ble finding enough skilled labor. a problem other districts reporlcd having as well. 

Vendors also faced problems; there we'·e often time Iilg$ between when they signed IEg.!!1 

contracts and when the district actually secured its E-Rate fundine. Only then could the 

district iluthorlze 'vendor work to begin. 

In $prt.e of these chOillenges, the process of applying forthe E-Rata has led to new 

types ofrelationships among dislrict departments, belw(:>c::n the district and local busincsr.es 

and universities, as well as between the d,stric:L's central office and individual schools. 

Instru~tiona.1 Issues, The Milwaukee school district is committed to providing 

profeSSional development. instructional resources and additional support to ensure the 

integration of new technology into classroom teOiching, For example. the dilitricl has\ 

developed an Intranet site that provides an envirpnment of resources arid communication 
, . • . I ,\' 
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,

tools where teuchers can collaborative!y develop a standim:ls-based curriculum. Bob 
Nelson. director of the district's Depar [ment ofTechnology. describes his ultimate goal as 
having StiJdenlS IJ5ing the technolOgy frequently and taking the lead in helping teachers 
learn to u<;c the te(hno!o~y. He wants every student to have email and to use these 
resources frequcnUy. The district a!so provides tElilchers with free email but requires them 
to take a 12-hour training course in order to have their accounts activated. More than 
.8.000 or the district's approxirnalely 11,000 stall members have takc'n this course so far. 

Ihe growing ilvailabihty of network resources ilt'the classroom level is raising many 
new challenges for principal$, such a~ I1:!vising curricula to take advantage of the new 

(eSQlJfC(,S, changine in-school communication practices. setting security and acceptable lise 

policies and providing adequate technical support and professional development for 
teachers. But one administrator dC5crib8d these challenges as"plcasurablc problems" That 
will require thf.! distria to figure out how to maintain and expand the infrastructure-and. 
more importantly. how to lise. it on a regula!- basis to support re<11 progress in day-to-day 
teaching and learning. • 

Mnrl!(J/Cl Hon<:y. Ph.D. IS DUl!ctor C(ll!c EDOC~Oter (or a~/drcn urlC( Tcci'I(I()!oey. 
) 

KQue Mr/...1tIIarl CU/P. Ph.D. 1$ A;$/sl(lt1C DuYJC[O( (Dr Research dt (h~ £DClC.:nlc( for (t"ldre-n cmd TerMo!ogy. 
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June 12, 1997 

t1{~
Dearc~ue: . . 

I am pleased to send you our most recent paper on charter schools entitled, 
Creating and Sustaining Learning Communities: Early Lessons from Charter 
Schools, which was presented this past spring at AERA. The paper presents 
findings from an exploratory study of charter schools investigating how 
learning communities were created and sustained in seventeen charter schools in 
three cities across the United States. The study was conducted by the 
University of Southern California's Center on Educational Governance with 
funding from the Danforth Foundation. 

Given the exploratory nature of this study and the limited number of schools 
involved, we offer our findings mainly to guide further in-depth research with 
charter schools throughout the United States. However, the findings are also 
useful for beginning discussions about connections between charter school 
policy and practice. We have generated some initial policy recommendations. 

If you have any comments or questions about the paper, please feel free to call 
me at (213) 740-3450. Thank you for your interest in this research. 

Priscilla Wohlste r 
Associate Professor and 
Director, Center on Educational Governance 
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Abstract I 
. ! 

, There has been a rapid increase over the past five ye~s in both the number of charter 
, I 

schools in the United States and the enthusiasm for the concept among legislators, educators, and 
I 

the general public. Although high quality t~aching and learning have always been ,key goals of 
'. i" 

those who have designed and supported charter schools, mos~ research about charter schools has 

not addressed how charter schools create and sustain high quality learning communities. For this 
, I 
article, the authors investigated how learning communities were created and sustained in seventeen 

I 
charter schools focusing on: a) how school missions were dJveloped and translated into classroom 

, I 
practice; b) how charter schools learned from what they were; doing; and c) what factors seemed to 

I 
produce high quality teaching and learning. The authors identified four critical building blocks that . 

, 

charter schools tackled -- with varying success -- to create arid sustain learning communities, 
I 

, I 

including: the school mission, the school instructional prog~ the accountability system and 
I 

school leadership. With each building block, charter school~ displayed both strengths that 
. I . ' 

supported their development as learning communities and tntits that seemed to impede their 
. I· 

progress. The authors also identified three enabling conditiqns that helped to explain variations in 
, • I . 

the success rates of the charter schools they studied. The enabling conditions included school 
. I 

I 

power/autonomy, the presence of supportive networks/organizations, and the presence of 
I 

supportive parents. The authors conclude with some tentati~e implications for both charter school 
I 
I 

founders and sponsors. including a need for more detailed, Foncrete information from schools 
i 

during the ,charter application process, and clarification of the roles and responsibilities of charter 
i 

schools within the state public education system, particularry with respect to accountability and 
. I' 

I 
technical assistance •. 
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CREATING AND SUSTAINING LEARNING COMMUNITIES: _ 
I 

EARL Y LESSONS FROM CHARTER SCHOOLS 

I 
I 

There has been a rapid revolution. In the past five years since Minnesota passed the first
I , 

charter school law, more than half of the states have passed sJme form of charter school legislation 

in the short period since 1991. There are now 475 charter sc.hools in operation in 26 states and the 
I 
I 

District of Columbia. I 
I 
I 

There also is evidence of strong bipartisan support fOf charter schools. At the federal level, 

successive administrations, Repuolican and Democratic alike~ have stepped up their commitments 
I 

to charter schools. In 1991, the Bush administration reco~ended funding for thousands of 
, I ' 

break·the·mold schools and since then, the Clinton administration has endorsed charter schools. 
I 

In 1995, Congress allocated S6 million to charter schools. This amount tripled to S18 million in 
i 
I 

1996 and to S51 million in 1997. For fiscal year 1998, President Clinton proposed a two-fold 
. . I ' 

increase in charter school funding from S51 million to more ~than SI00 million to support planning 

and start-up costs for up to 1,100 schools (Hoff, 1997). Irideed, early in 1997 U.S. Department 

of Education Secretary'Riley announced that the Administra~on's goal was to stimulate the creation 
. . i 

of 3,000 charter schools over the next five years (Statement by Richard W, Riley. 1997). 
I 

The extent of autonomy given to charter schools var;ies considerably across state charter 

school laws, prompting some observers to distinguish betwl~en "faux" or quasi.charter schools and 
I 

"the genuine article" (Vanourek, Manno, & Finn, 1997. p. 60). Some state legislation grants 
, 

charter schools full power over budget, organizational stru~ture. personnel and curriculum. while 

in other states the control over such issues resides either pahially or fully outside of the schools 
. I 

(Bierlein & Mulholland, 1995; Buechler, 1996; Education: Commission of the States, 1995; 
, I 

Wohlstetter, Wenning. & Briggs. 1995). Although the opiimallevel of charter school autonomy l:) 

I 
, I 

subject to debate, there is general agreement that an Important purpose of charter schools is to 
, I 

improve student performance. This exploratory study of dharter schools investigated how learrung 

communities were created and sustained in seventeen charter schools, located in three cities across 
I 
I 

I 
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the U~ited States -- Boston, Massachusetts, Los Angeles, California and Minneapolis/St. Paul. 
. 	 I 

Minnesota. We were interested in: a) how school missions w,re developed and translated int~ . 
I 

classroom practice; b) how charter schools learned from what they were doing; and c) what factors . 
i 

seemed to produce high quality teaching and learning in charterl' schools. The design of the study 

did not allow us to specify direct connections between the naru1-e and extent of learning 
. 	 I 

communities and student achievement. but there is increasing e;vidence and general agreement that 
I 

strong learning communities enhance school performance (Lo~is. MarkS, & Kruse 1996; Odden 
, 

& Wohlstetter. 1995; Wohlstetter, Mohrman. & Robertson. iJ press). This paper raises issues 
. 	 I 

about the building blocks charter schools used to create thems~lves and then suggests a set of 
. 	 I 

I 

enabling conditions that may help explain why some charter schools were more effective than 
, 

others in creating and sustaining their learning communities. if0 set' the stage, we fIrst discuss the 
I 

charter school concept and its assumed connection to improv~d sc1}ool performance. 
I 

Charter Schools as Learning Communities: The Th;eory or Action 
i 

• 	 1 

Charter schools are publicly funded schools that may ~be developed by individuals or a 
i 

group of individuals including teachers. administrators or o~er school staff. parents. or other 
I. 

members of the local community in which the charter school iis located. Developers of charter . 

schools are given the flexibility to decide their own educatio~al objectives and how to organize and 
I 
I 

manage the school. The charter school concept is intended to free schools from most of the 
I 

administrative constraints that other public schools face in e~change for accountability for results: 
i 

ch~r schools must have their charters renewed. typically every fIve years. 

In addition to offering a new governance structure Jithin the public education system, 
I 

charter school advocates argue that the innovation has the pOtential to improve student performance 
! 

through the development of high quality learning communities. As autonomous entities. charter 
I 

schools no~ only serve the function of increasing consume~ choice in public education. but also 
. 	 I 

aim to implement effective teaching and learning practices ~n classrooms. Specifically. advocates 

posit that the increased autonomy granted to charter schoolS will both draw those with cutting
. . i I 
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edge, innovative educational ideas into starting charter SChOOI~ and allo~ such innovators to fullY' 

and effectively implement their ideas (Nathan. 1996). The int~nded result is an expanded variety 

of educational communities within the public school system Jith one common characteristic: high 
I 

quality teaching and learning. The freedom of parents and snJdents -- the education consumers -

to choose is thought to further buttress the quality of charter s~hools, as high quality schools will 
I 

be in demand and flourish. while poorly functioning schools rill be rejected by consumers and 

fail. 

Research on charter schools has focused .predominan~y on fiscal. legal and bureaucratic 
. I 

issues in the charter school development and approval proce~s. Although such issues are 

emphasized in state charter school laws, the legislation also ~ddreSSeS to varying degrees issues of 

teaching and learning (Wohlstetteret aI., 1995). The Massafhusetts charter school law establishes 

charter schools in order to: a) "stimulate the development of/innovative programs in public 
I 

education"; b) "provide opportunities for innovative learning and assessments"; and c) "provide 
. 	 I 

teachers with a vehicle for establishing schools with alternative. innovative methods of educational 
I 

instruction and school structure and management" (Massachusetts Ann. Laws Chapter 71, Section 
. 	 I 

I 

89). The state goals for charter schools in Minnesota are to: a) "improve pupil learning"; b) 
I 

"increase learning opportunities for pupils"; c) "encourage the use of different and innovative 
I 

teaching methods"; and d) "create new professional opportUnities for teachers, including the 
I 

opportunity to be responsible for the learning program at th~ school site" (Minnesota Statutes Ann. 

Section 120.(64). The goals and purposes of charter schools in California are similar to the other 
I . 
I 

two states; the law also includes an emphasis on "expanding learning experiences for pupils who 
, 
I 

are identified as academically low achieving" (California ¥ucation Code Section 47600). In a 

recent survey Nathan and Powers (1996) found that state l~gislators who supported the charter 
I 

school process issues of improved teaching and learning wbre among the most frequent reasons 
I 
I 

given for introducing charter school legislation. The deve~opment of innovative approaches to 

teaching and learning is clearly one of the perceived benefi:ts to states permitting charter schools. 
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, 
I 
I 

with the assumption that such innovations will produce identifiable improvements in student 
I 

K~~~~ I
I 

The importance of teaching and learning in the development o( charter schools is also 
I ' 

evident in the attitudes of charter school founders. In a 1995 ~urvey by the Education Commission 
, I 

of the States, the top three reasons listed for starting a charter ~chool included: 1) "Better teachiRg 
i 

and learning for all kids"; 2) "Run a school according to cert¥nprinciples and/or philosophy"; and 

3) "Innovation" (Education Commission of the States, 1995,; p.15). Founders of charter schools 
I 

appear to view their schools primarily as opportunities for building high perfonning learning 
, I 

communities, with the assumption that this will result in high~r s.tudent achievement in addition to 

other positive student outcomes (e.g., positive attitudes towdrds learning) (Nathan, 1996). 

The present study is distinguished by its focus on the; education part of charter schools - 

how schools go about creating'and sustaining their learning 90mmunities for adults and students. 

As Sara Kass, founder of City ~n a Hill. one of the first charter schools in Boston observed: 
I 

"One thing that struck ~e as a great irony is that the broduct of school is learning. and yet 
I 

we [schools] are not learning organ.izations...School~ tend to keep doing what they have 
I 

always done --regardless of the results. What is innovative about charter schools is that we 
, , I ' 

I 

are constantly learning from what we are doing: revising. redefining, and making it better". 
I 

(Sommerfeld, 1996. p.13-14). I , 

However. this can be a complex and challenging process b¥ancing various curricular. fInancial, 
i 

organizational and public relations issues (Nathan. 1996). What we learned from our research is 

what those working in charter schools already know: it is ~ery hard work to design and operate a 
I 
I 

school that keeps its focus on teaching and learning. In tt¥s paper, we discuss four building 
I 

blocks of learning communities and highlight a set of enabling conditions that appeared to support
I 

I 

their developmenL Our aim is to offer some strategic advice to teachers and administrators in 
I 

i 
charter schools, identify some recomm:endations for state fUld district policymakers, ,and raise 

some issues and questions for further consideration. 

, / 
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Study Methods 
. i 

To begin to understand the strategies for creating and sastaining learning communities in , . 

charter schools, we held three focus groups with a combinatioh of charter school founders, 
I 

administrators and teachers - - one each in Boston. Los Angelbs and MinneapolisiSt. PauL Focus 
, 

groups were particularly suited to this exploratory study of charter schools because the approach 
, 

allowed us to generate descriptive information and ideas against, the day-to-day experiences of . 

people involved in charter schools (Vaughn, Schumm, & Sin~gt,lb, 1996). We viewed this study 
I 

as an opportunity to investigate areas where relatively little w<fs known, as a firSt step preceding 

more ambitious efforts. 

A total of 17 charter schools were represented in our~tudy and they were spread fairly 
, 

evenly across the three cities (six schools, each, in Boston an~ Los Angeles; and five schools in 
, 

MinneapolisiSt Paul). We invited only schools that had beeh open for at least a year (and were 
i 

within driving distance of each city), so that participants had peen through some building and 
, I 

learning experiences. Nearly all of the invited schools attended and most had been open for at 

least two years. The schools were a mix of conversion sites ~SChOOIS that had previously been 
I 

managed by school districts) and new start-ups (newly creattd schools). In California. nearly all 
i ' 

the participating schools were three years old and had converted to charter status from district-run 
I 

site-based managed schools. The charter schools from Minriesota were a mix of conversions and 
I 
I 

new start-ups. The charter school ~at had been opened the longest - five years - was from 
I 

Minnesota, the first state to enact charter school legislation. ;Likewise, the participating schools in 
I 

the Boston area tended to be the youngest and all but one were new start-ups. 
, 

The focUs groups lasted between two and two-and-a-half hours. Each session was taped 
,I 


and was led by a professional facilitator. A member I) f the ,research team also was present at each 

. , 

focus group meeting to serve as an observer/recorder, I Discussions were structured by a topic 
, I 

. guide focused on the charter schools' experiences wtlh teac,hlng and learning - how does the 

I 
I In addition to the authors, members of the research team inel uded Charles Abelmann and Richard Elmore of Harvard . 
University and Allan Odden of the University of Wisconsin-Madison! The professional facilitator. Ianice Ballou. is 
director of the Eagleton Institute's Center on Public Interest Polling ~t Rutgers University. 

I 

i 
, 
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II 	 ' 
school's mission gUide classroom practice? how does the sch?olleam about and adopt new 

I 

instructional approaches? how does the schoolleam which approaches are working and which 
i 

ones need to be refmed or discontinued? what kinds of probl~m-solving approaches does the 
I 

school use? Discussion of these topics centered around two specific curricular areas: mathematics 

and language artsiEnglish. Consistent with the belief that tea~hers' learning is central to the 

enactment and success of new policies designed to improve students' learning (Corcoran & 
I 

Goertz, 1995; G~rtz, Roden, & O'Day, 1996; Darling-Ha.$nond, 1996; L~uis et al., 1996), 
I 

we also probed the area of professional development, asking participants about the nature and 

extent of training available to support classroom teaching. In!addition to information from the 
i 

focus groups, archival documents. including charter school p;roposals, school demographic data 
! 

and school assessments/evaluations, were also obtained frorn most participating schools. After the 
II . 

three focus groups occurred, the research team and the focus/group facilitator were brought 

together for a debrieftng session to analyze, across the three cities, the nature of learning 
I 

. communities in charter schools and the features within the s~hoOls that, according to other 
I 

. research. were likely to affect teaching and learning (Elmore', Peterson. & McCarthy, 1996; Odden . 	 I . 
I 

& Wohlstetter, 1995; RobertSon. Wohlstetter, & Mohrman'i 1995). 
I 

Charter schools participating in this study spanned different levels of schooling and 

reflected a broad spe~trum ofsizes and student body compositions. The majority of charter 
I 

schools in the United States are elementary schools (Buec~er" 1996) and this was reflected in the 

high percentage of participants from elementary schools in pur focus groups. Seven of the 
I 

, 	 I 
seventeen schools were elementary schools. three were middle schools, and one was a high school 

I 

serving students in grades nine through twelve. The remairling charter schools combined levels of 
i 

schooling: two were K-12, two served grades K-S. and twp combined the middle and secondary 
I 

school levels. In terms of size, elementary schools tended fO be the largest witb student 
: 	 . 

populations overl()(X); at the other extreme, many of Ihe new start-ups were smaller than . 

, traditional schools and had 200 or fewer students.. I 	 ' 
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. I 

I 
Most participating charter schools had ethnically dive~e student popUlations; however, 

i 
some schools in Massachusetts and Minnesota served predominantly white student populations. 

I . 
I 

State-wide reports of charter schools in Massar.husetts (Pioneer Institute. 1996) and Minnesota 

(Center for Applied Research and Educational Improv~ment. 1)996) reflected ~ similar pattern. 
. 	 I 

I 

California' s charter school law requires that schools in their applications explain their methods for 
i 
I 

achieving an ethnic distribution of students that reflects the larger district in which each school 
I 

resides· (California Education Code Section 47600). The hign number of minority enrollments in 

most of .the charter schools that participated in our study was ronsistent with what is happening 

across the United States. The Hudson Institute's Education E:xcellence Network found that. 
I 

nation-wide. 63 percent of students. who attended charter schools were minority group members. 

In our three states. the ~tate-wide percentages for minority e~ollments were similar: 78 percent. 
I 

65 percent and 51 percent for California, Massachusetts and Minnesota, respectively (Finn. 

Manno, & Bierlein. 1996). I
I 

. Student pOpulations also were varied in terms of therr.educational backgrounds. Some 

charter schools foc~ on students who had not been succeJsful in traditional schools -- for . 	 I 
example. a prep school for drop-outs -- while some others catered to parents and students looking 

for more rigorous academic programs - for example. an ele~entary school that offered U a 
I 

classically-based, challenging curriculum for motivated students.'> The Minnesota charter schools 
I 

that participated in our focus group tended to serve "high risk" students more than charter schools 
. 	 I 

I 

from the other two cities. which served more·varied student 'populations. 
I 
I 

I 
I 

. 	 ! 
Building Blocks (or Creating and Sustaining Learning Communities in Charter 

I
Schools 	 1 

I 
In our analysis> we identified four building blocks ~at charter schools used to create and 

sustain themselves as learningcorrununities. These are criti~al components of the charter school 
I . 

process and were tackled with varying degrees of success ~y the schools in our sample. The four 
I 
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i 
. 	 I 

building blocks are: I) school mission; 2) instructional program; 3) accountability system: and~} 
. I 

school leadership .. 

Findings on Building Blocks 

. 1. 	 The school mission is a touchstone for participants ',passion and commitment to the 
school and when the mission is clear and specific, the ~chool is better able to translate the 
mission into practice. I 
Nearly all participants in our sample viewed the missi~n as the foundation from which all 

. 	 I 
other'aspects of the school were derived. In this section we discuss how the school charter and 

I 	 .
i 	 . 

mission were developed. similarities across school missions, and the roles of missions in charter 
. 	 II 

schools. 
I 
I 

Develaping the schaol chaTter and missian. Among tpe school~ in our focus groups. 
I 	 . 

proposals for charter schools were developed by individuals pr groups with varying levels of 
• 	 I 

professional experience. Some proposals were drafted by a s'mall number of committed 

individuals who' had no prior experience in running a school) For example. one middle school 
! . 

charter was written by a group of parents "around a coffee table" who m3.de the decision to start a 
I 

charter school because they were dissatisfied with their local! public schools. Another group of . 	 ), 

i 

schools had missions developed through relationships with national refonn efforts including the 
I 

Edison Project, the Accelerated Schools Network, and the Coalition of Essential Schools (5 of the 
I 

17 schools in our study had such relationships). In each casb. the school mission was specifically 
I 
I 

tied to the educational philosophy of the educational refonn ;'network. 
. . . I 

The prior experience of those involved in drafting the charter appeared to affect the start-up 
, 

. 	 I 

process and particularly the transition from the dream for a school to an actual flesh-and-blood 
i 
I 

schooL Charter schools developed by individuals with sonie experience in running a school 
I 

(both on the instructional and managerial levels) had smoot,her. more well-prepared transitions. 
I 

This prior experience was more likely to be found in two rjpes of schools: conversion sites and 
I 

schools that were part of national refomi efforts. The princ,ipal of an elementary school that 
I 

converted from a site-based managed (SBM) school described how the charter was drafted "in a 
• 	 I 

second" because the school had already implemented many of the changes they want~d to make. 
I 
! 
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,I 
had plans for other changes. and were aware of many of the cijallenges of self-governance. 

. ! 
, . 

Another school began as an alternative high school for drop-o*s that featured individualized 
I . 

learning plans, high student-teacher interactions and an appliid real-world focus. Thus, when the 

school applied for charter status. much of the foundation for t~e school mission was already in 
I 
I 

place. By comparison. a new start-up school designed by a cqmmitted - but inexperienced -
" I 

parent group had a much rougher start. The parents were surprised when the charter was approved 
I 

I 

and were ill-prepared and unsure about how to proceed. They eventually contracted with a for
I 

profit consulting f1IlI1 to manage the business aspects of the s~hool. which in turn hired the 
i 

principal who in turn hired staff. The staff had only eight day,s together to prepare for the opening. 
I 

Across many of the charter schools in our focus groups. the rhlssions were often developed 
I . 
, . 

without soliciting input or feedback from key stakeholders -1 teachers, parentS and students. As a 
I . 

consequence, conflicts emerged later on, as stakeholders wh~ had not been involved in drafting the 

mission disagreed with or misunderstood the school's instru¢tional philosophy. For example, in , 
some schools parents complained about the fact that schools did not use textbooks or standardized 

. I 

tests. At other schools, it was reported that teachers were n6t "getting on board" with the schools' 
I 

instructional approaches - - either they continued to use their:old materials or they seleCtively chose 
! 

among the new approaches developed from the mission. The California charter schools generally 
I 

. I 
included more stakeholders in the development process than!schools in the other two states largely 

. . j 
because teacher involvement is mandated by law. The Calif9rnia charter school law requires

I .
teacher approval for all charter schools: for a conversion sc~ool. at least 50 percent of the teachers 

i 
at that school must approve; for new start-ups. 10 percent of the teachers in the district must 

I 
approve the charter school application California educationiCode Section 476(0).2 This 

I 
requirement, moreover, ensures at least some degree of teac,her involvement in the drafti.ng 

! 
process, since teachers must sign-off on the charter application in order for approval to be granted. 

I . 

A teacher from a California elementary school described h~w the parents were the driving force 

I 

2 Minnesota's charter school law also has a teacher suppon provision', but the provision applies only to conversion 
schools -- not new-starts -- and the vast majority of chaner schools in'Minnesota are new start-ups. 

I ,, 

http:drafti.ng
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.behind the charter application while. at the same time. the teachers were somewhat complacent. 

The parents, however. still had to solicit teacher feedback and gamer buy-in to the process, as 50 
I , 

percent of the teachers had to approve the application. I 
i 

Similarities across school missions. Although schools/in our study varied in tenns of 

student populations. levels of schooling. and whether they wer;e start-ups or conversions, the 

school missions were remarkably similar. The concept of pre~aring students for a changing 

society in the "21st century" was referenced in the majority of Ischool mission statements. In 
I 

California all schools applying for charter status must detail in the application "what it means to be 
I 

I 
an educated person in the 21st century" (California Education, Code Section 47600). However. 

} I 

the concept appeared frequently in school missions in the other two states as well - for example. 
, .' I. 

"meeting the challenges of a changing global society ...· 
I 

Technology-preparedness was another theme found in many mission statements. Many of 
i 

the schools integrated into their missions the goal of providing students with new skills to . . i 
understand and utilize computer technology. One K-5 schoollhad a two year "technology goal" to 

I . 
I • 

bring computers into all classrooms. An administrator from another elementary school described 
I . I 

how "adding computers and technology training" was a central part of how the school linked their 
, 

math curriculum to the school mission. 
i 

. . . I . 

A third similarity shared by all participating schools ias consideration of students' 

emotional needs and growth, in addition to intellectual achie~ement. This concern was conveyed 
. r . 

through a broad spectrum of personal characteristics. including self-esteem, creativity. moral 
I 
I 

development, emotion management and self-awareness. Chaner schools generally were oriented 
I 

toward knowing and caring for the "whole student" .. Jcadelnic. emotional and social .. This focus, 
. i 

moreover, is consistent with the "structures of caring" that Darling-Hammond (1996) identified as 
, 

. key to helping teachers know students well and to prOViding students with personalized support. 
" I 

Many mission statements were also similar in tenns :of their lack of specificity. The" 
. I. 

missions were often organized around broad themes or goals - - as one administrator offered. 
I 
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I 

'The mission is a wide open door." Other examples of broad ~d complicated mission statements 
I 
r 

included: i 

• " .... the skills and understanding to participate and work pr~uctivelY in a multicultural, 

globally oriented environment, use technology to its full P9tential, and communicate fluently in 
.1 

English and one other language." ! 
I 
i 

• ...... prepare (students) for the 21st century through an emphasis on holistic learning, higher 
i 

order and critical thinking skills, and practical application lmd integration of curriculwn areas." 
I 

• ".... .fostering an environment in which a strong academiC; program is emphasized, and where 

both creativity and self-esteem can'develop in each student." 
" I 

The reliance on such general concepts presented som~ problems for schools as theyI . . 
attempted to translate school missions into specific curricularlpractices. While a broadly defmed, 

. I . 

generalized mission may have been useful for garnering poli~cal support in the charter school 

approval process, it did not provide specific dir~tion in tem1s of teaching and learning, and thus 
! 

was open to multiple interpretations. For example, at one ne:w start-up middle school with a 
I 

charter described by the administrator as "generic", multiple ;-- and sometimes inconsistent _. .. 
I 

approaches to math instruction were being used by different!teachers. At another school. we were 

told that teachers interpreted the broad mission as being abler 
r 

to "pick and choose whatever they 
I 
1 . 

wanted, although as a school we were committed to adopting a common math curriculum." . 
I 

Roles Q,fmissious in cbarter schools. In many of ttie schools we studied. the missions 
I 

grew out of strong, passionate feelings about schools and ¢ducation and, as the schools evolved. 
i 

the missions helped to sustain that passion and commltmen~ within the school community. 
i 

Comments such as "the mission is a living presence at our ~chool." "the mission guides 

everything we do" and "everything comes back to (the mis~ion)" were common. Focus group 
I 

participants tended to view their missions as guiding forces. both in terms of philosophical goals
I 

and day-to-ctay operations. There was some evidence of ttiis comlnionent among parents as welL 

For example, one teacher described how the school' s pare~t booster club raised all of the funds the 
I 

school needed to implement the technology goals outlined/in its mission statement Indeed, all of 
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I 

the charter schools in our srudy made a concened effort to highlight and provide on-going 
. .'. I 	 . 

reminders of their missions to the local school community: re~iewing the mission with parents and 
• . 	 I 

teachers at assemblies; having p~ents sign-off on the mission ~very year; posting the mission in 
. 	 II 

classrooms and hallways; and printing the mission on mugs aqd T-shirts. 
I 

Across the charter schools we studied, the mission se~ed an important role in staff 

recruilment and hiring, and in attracting students and parents. Charter schools often used the 
t 

mission statement as a screen to communicate to job candidat~s the school's beliefs and . 
i

expectations about teaching and learning. At one elementary ~harter school, prospective teachers 
I 

and staff were given copies of the charter at the interview and ,were told explicitly that classroom 
I 
I' 

practices must be consistent with the school's mission: "If you don't want .to teach our way, there 
. 	 I 

I 

is no need to apply to teach (here):' Another school sent th~ mission out to job candidates and 
i 

asked them to respond by explaining how they would implement the mission. The control charter 
I 

schools have over personnel matters, of course, enabled them to selectively hire; this was evident 
. I 

! 

even in California where state law mandates that charter schQols hire only credentialed teachers. 
i 

. I 

We also heard evidence that the mission was used as ,3. student recruitment tool to help 

accrue support for the school and, thus, insure its initial popblarity. The broad, inclusive nature of 
I 	 . . 

many of the school missions sometimes led to confusion. tt one new start-up school, for 

example, the charter was very long (85 pages) and the curre~t administrator described it as being 
I 

"like the Bible" -- different people interpreted it in numero~s ways. In the beginning, the f~under 

used the charter to help gamer excitement and interest amodg parents and students; the foUnder 
I 

would emphasize different aspects of the charter based on the interests of each group spoken to. 
. 	 I 

Although this approach may have generated initial interest among diverse groups, it left the 
I 

i 
school with a global mission that provided little specific dir;ection for teaching and learning. Thus. 

i
school staff were left to work through the process of defining the school's curricular/instructional 

I 

foci at the same time they were in classrooms trying to lea¢h. Thus. although a few schools, ' 
, 	 I 

appeared to gain some benefit, at least initially, from a bro~der, more general mission, such a 
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mission in the longer tenn presented some roadblocks to the d~velopment of a clear. consistent 

instructional program. 	 ,f 

! 
I 

Conclusions.. The school mission served as a touchstone in sustaining energy and 
. I 

involvement among members of the charter school communitY. At the same time. many of the 
I 
I 

missions were very broad which sometimes interfered with thr ability of implementers [0 translate 

the mission into specific curricular. pedagogical and assessment decisions. A specifically defined 
I 

mission seemed to assist charter schools in developing focused. consistent learning communities. 
. 	 I 

. 	 I 
2. 	 A high quality instructional program includes both clear curricula and pedagogy, and 

details how teachers will get all students to achieve at: high levels. It derives, directly from 
the school mission and is the blueprint for helping schools achieve their missions. 

I 
I 
I 

Similar to district-operated schools. charter schools in out study found it difficult to develop
I 
I 

coherent instructional programs. Other research (Gusky & Peterson. 1996; Slavinet al., 1996) 
I 

has highlighted the challenges of developing instructional Pr'?grams. With these charter schools. 

the difficulty was exacerbated by rather vague school missiops and the press to create something 
I 

quickly within a short time frame. In this section. we revie~ the content of the instructional 

. . I . 


programs adopted by the charter schools; how the programs ; were developed; and the professional 
I 

. culture at the schools as it related to decisions about teaching and learning. 
, 

Develqpinr an instructional prorram. As charter sc~ools went about developing their 
. 	 i 

I 

instructional programs, educators were often faced with the challenge of developing curriculum 
I 

and instructional strategies within a" short time frame. This ~as a particular problem for new start-
I 

I 
up schools, as the conversion sites often already had many i,nstructional compOnents in place prior. 

, , 
to attaining charter status. The search for a "quick fix" sometimes led to tension between those 

I 
who wanted to create their own instructional program and ~ose who advocated buying an 

I 
instructional package that could be put in place quickly. The "make versus buy" dilemma.,

" 	 I 
although not endemic only to charter schools, was frequently present in the schools we sampled, . 

I 
I 

and particularly in the start-up schools. Charter school participants in our three focus groups 
, I 

I 

tended to have a "pioneer' ethos and this feeling often led to a strong desire to create their own 
I 
I 

http:CreJting.md
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I 

instructional program - a time consuming task that flew in the face of getting the charter school up 
. I· 

and running quickly. I 
i 

What we observed were instructional programs that oft~n featured curricula developed by
I . . 

educators outside the school. Some charter schools adopted whole design packages and connected 
. . I 

the school with experts and resources to help them implement their designs. Within our sample of 
I 

! 

charter schools, slightly less than one-third of the schools (511 7) were connected with national 
! 

reform efforts and had instructional programs, or atleast guidCfs. that were developed outside the 
i 

school by education reformers (half of the charter schools participating in the Boston focus group
I . 
I 

fell into this category). Two of the participating schools were imembers of the Coalition of 
I 

Essential Schools. Another school was run by Edison; anoth~rwas part of the Accelerated 
I . 
I 

Schools Network; and another followed E. D. Hirsch's core c;lassical education curriculum. 

I 
Other charter schools developed their instructional programs by putting together pieces 

I 

from different sources _. some bought and some made. The <;:alifomia schools tended to fall into 
. I 

this category. They assembled different pieces of their instructional programs from published 
I 

curricula (e.g., at one school "Writing to Read[an early lite~Cy program], a program for bilingual 
I 

education, and several math packages ["Math Land" and "M~th Their Way"]) and also designed 

their own unique approach to, for example. integrating tecruiology across the curriculum. 

I 
In the many cases where at least some part of the instructional program was bought, 

educators faced the challenge of how to integrate their UniqU~ educational missions and ideas about 
I 

education - the pioneer spirit - with already-existing mateqals. For example, one middle school, '. 
. ! 

whose mission emphasized an integrated, holistic curriculu~ and real world applicability, adopted 
I 

"University of Chicago Math.. and "Montana Math" early on when the school felt the pressure to 
! 

have a program in place. in spite of the fact that the curricula collided with the school's philosophy 
I 

not to teach math formally as a separate subject. I 

I 
A third group of charter schools created their instru~tional programs from scratch. often 

I 
"doing it as we go... which another participant likened to "puilding a plane while we're flying it." 

. . I 

I 
J., 
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This approach was most characteristi~of the charter schools in Minnesota. where the schools 
r 

tended to be smaller and served student populations the public ~chools have traditionally not been . . I 

successful in educating -- ar.risk students and students who h~ve dropped-out. 
I 

Content similarities across instructional Qro~rams. Just as charter schools shared 
I 

similarities in missio~s, we also observed commonalities in thbir approaches to instruction. 
I 

Regardless of the educational level or the size of the charter s9hool (our sample ranged from 80 
., 

students to 1300 students). instruction generally was characte'nzed by low student-faculty ratios, , 
small class size and personalized learning. For example. in th¢ three largest charter schools that we 

• I 

studied with student populations over 1000. the student-staff ~atios allowed for cl~s sizes of 
. I 

between 10 and 20 students. Among the smaller charter sch~ls with fewer than 100 students. 
I 

class sizes were often held to ten students or fewer. I 
i 

There also was a major push in many of our sample charter schools to emphasize 
I 

personalized learning. Several of the schools featured indivi~ualized learning plans for students. 
I 

As an administrator from a secondary school described: "EaCh teacher is responsible for creating 
! 

an individual learning environment. Teachers seek to bring ?ut the best in each kid ... Kids are 
! 

measured against themselves and against their goal." I 

Finally. instructional programs within charter school~ tended to be interdisciplinary and 
, , 

focused on integrating the school with the co·mmunity. often/through applied. "real world" 

projects. Curricular requirements in·one K-12 school included math and science "action projects" 
r 

that involved students in developing and implementing proje~ts that solved real world practical 
. I 

problems. At one middle school. the entire afternoon was d~voted to research projects in all 
, I 

curricular areas. Other schools had students use theIr math ~kills to plan field trips. design family 
I 
I,

vacations. and manage household finances. 
I 

Across our sample of charter schools. there was a s~ong push to integrate teaching and 
I 

learning with the school's surrounding community. \1any secondary schools created partnerships 
I 

with community businesses and.educational instituuons. an,d students participated in internships 
, 

and training activities focused on preparing them for college or careers. fu addition. some of the 

I 
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i 
I 

charter high schools had community service requirements for graduation. Other links with the 
. ' . 1 

community brought community members into the instruction4't program at the school. An 
I 

I 
elementary school, for example. implemented a tutoring pro~ram for at-risk students that brought 

parents and other community members (mostly retirees) into the school to tutor students. 
I 

Decision-mgkin~ structure arQund curriculum. There Iwere different levels of involvement 

of stakeholders in curricular decisions reported among the charter schools in our focus groups.
I 

However, across most schools there was a puSh for broader ihvolvement in the decision-making, 
! 

process, and there appeared to be tension between various factions of the school community when 
I 

this did not occur. In one K-12 charter school that started about two years ago, curricular 
I 

decisions were made by the six core staff who founded the s~hooL ·Parents and other teachers 
. I 

often complained about curricular issues at various staff andiboard meetings, but there was no 
I 

formal structure for their involvement in or feedback about the curricular decisions made by the 
I 
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Within our sample of charter schools. the California schools were far more likely at 
. ,I ' 

I 

the outset to have created formal structures in place for involving various groups in decisions 
, 

. . I . 

related to teaching and learning. The schools' experience with school-based management (SBM) -, j . 
all California schools converted from SBM to charter -- may help explain why the California 

I 

schools in our study created formal decision-making structurbs. while many new start-up charter 
I 

l 
schools did not. .As noted earlier. the literature, particularly rFsearch in site-based managed 


! 

schools. has emphasized the importance of a network of deci?ion-malcing structures organized 


around the business of schooling - curriculum and assessmebt, in ,addition to budgeting and 
I 

personnel (David, 1996; Newmann & Wehlage, 1995; Wohlstetter et al., in press). Thus, the 
I 
I 

. prevalence of formal decision-making structures among our <;:alifornia charter schools may reflect 

itheir history as SSM schools. : 
I 

A noteworthy distinction between district-run S~M schools and charter schools was the 
I ' 

involvement of parents in decisions about teaching and learning. Charter schools in our sample 

tended to include parents formally in such decisions; by con~ast, district-run SBM schools 

typically leave such decisions to professional educators, involving parents in more oversight or 
I . 

I 

advisory roles with respect to curriculum and instruction deCisions (Newmann & Wehlage, 1995: 

Wohlstetter et al., in press). 
i 
I 

Teachers' professional culture. The culture for e~ucators across.the charter schools we 
I ' 

studied was an eclectic mix. often characterized by high levels of professionalization and 
I 

commitment while. at the same time, we found many instances where teachers seemed to ignore 

existing professional knowledge and expertise. 

I 

Across the charter schools, teachers were described by ~ocus·group participants as feeling a 
, 

strong sense of collective responsibility for their schools. "This was true regardless of the size of 
I, 

the school faculty. An administrator at an elementary charter school with 1300 students remarked 

about the collective responsibility among all 60 faculty merrtbers: "There is a sense of 

teamwork...you are all on the line. A student can't come td your classroom and not make any, 
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. 	 ! 

. progress." A founder at a smaller secondary school offered a similar comment: "Each person is 

J 

I 
totally responsible for making the school successful. When eiYaluators visited our school. they 

I 
commented that all the stude~ts were inclusive with each othdr _. few cliques, and a feeling of 

collaboration and community. The teachers try hard to mod~l for the students. The teachers also 

are inclusive and interdependent in their relationships with each other." 
. 	 1 .' 

However, we were surprised to hear about only a few foqnal structures that allowed teachers 
i 

to work coUaboratively on issues of teaching and learning. There were, however, some reports of 
I .' 

informal collaboration at the charter s<;hools in our study, typ~cally when one teacher visited the 
I 

classroom next door to "dialogue about why something wor~ed in her room and didn't work in 
I 

mine." Of course, the problem with this practice was that it 'fas not systematic, but rather highly 
I 

dependent on the individual initiative of one teacher to take the time to visit with another. 
J 

i 
Another attribute of school culture we observed. also associated with high levels of 

I 
J 

professionalism. was the teachers' orientation toward continuous improvement and reflection on 
. J 

what they were doing with students ip. classrooms. Focus group participants. including both . 
J 

teachers and administrators. generally recognized the need for an assessment system to provide 
I 

feedback on what was working and what was not. One of tlie elementary charter schools initially 
I 

implemented a process-orientoo, "real-world" approach to niath. consistent with the school 
I 

mission. When student math scores declined. the faculty experimented with more traditional 
.' 	 , 

I 
approaches to math instruction. and ·now the school incorporates a blend of both traditional and 

i 
non-traditional approaches. There also was evidence that problem-solving was an open. ongoing. 

collective process. For example. in one school, problems Were identif~d and posted on the wall in 
I 

the main office to solicit suggestions and ideas from the whole school community; in another 
. 	 I 

school, teachers had daily "communication group" meetings for sharing problems and ideas. 
I 

Aside from these attributes commonly associated with professionalism. professional 
, 	 . I 

development - - the process by which teachers acquire ne~ knowledge and skills -- was not 
I 

described as being present at levels typically observed in high performing schools (Louis et al., 
I 

1996; Newmann & Wehlage. 1995). Several focus group~ participants described how their 
I 	 . 
J 	 • 
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, ! 

schools seemed to assume that teachers had the ex.pertise to ilTlplement the instructional program 

and made decisions on "faith." At a middle school during thf initial start-up, teachers picked out 

several math curricula packages. However, there was little Jaining and on-going planning time for 
I 

teachers to gain the knowledge and skills for using these app~oaches. Similarly, at another middle 
. . I 

school, after math manipulatives and math games were chos~n, it was assumed that teachers would 

know what was expected of them without organized, on-goiJg training. A K-8 school adopted a 
i 

multi-age group approach to reading. However, the change was not accompanied by organized 

professional development; instead the change evolved slowly without fonnal teacher preparation or 
! . . 

follow-up. The elementary school that purchased Hirsch's c?re classical curriculum rejected the 

training that was recommended with it. Underlying these de¢isions is the assumption of expertise: 
I 

teachers have the expertise; all they need is a good curriculwh. 
I 

I 

The counterpoint to these examples were reported for some of the charter schools that had 
I 

converted from existing schools. The conversion schools, particularly the ones that had been 
. . , 

SBM schools, were described by participants as making more attempts to consider or integrate the 
I 
I 

professional knowledge base into their curriculum decisionsl One elementary school created a 
. I 

specific curriculum committee that researches and investigates curricular changes. At another 
I 
I 

elementary school. a "standards consultant" was hired to keep teachers infonned of national and 
I 

district-level standards so that professional standards/expertise could be used to develop their own 
I 

curriculum. Indeed, the only school among our sample of ~harter schools described as having a 
, 

fonnalized school-wide professional development program Was a school that converted from a 
I ' .. 

SBM school. This elementary school had a highly structured. focused professional development 
i 

program. All staff members were required to attend profes~ional development retreats each 
. I 

semester that were organized around specific curricular changes scheduled for implementation. 
! 

The professional development program also featured follo~-up evaluations with teachers to 

determine the extent to which changes were implemented ~ classrooms. The school's fiscal and 

decision-making autonomy. in concert with the educators' ¢rior experience seemed to facilitate the 

adoption of this program - - there was control over how m~ch money would be spent on , 

.! 
I 
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professional development, and what professional developm.Jt requirements would be 
. I 

I 

irriplemented at the school, as well as an understanding of wh~t was needed to effectively 
I 

implement a professional development program. 
, I 

At rr.any other schools where collective time was set-~ide for professional development, 
! 	 . 

,the time appeared to be used more for planning and school cU,lture-building than for helping 
I 
I 

teachers master new skills related to curriculum and instruction. Consequently, we heard about 
, 	 , I 

I 

forums that facilitated on-going dialogue among teachers but :surprisingly little formal. topic
I 

focused professional development Another characteristic con-mon across several of the charter 
! 

schools' professional development was a repOrted emphasis on personal mastery rather than 
! 

whole-school learning. Such an approach tended to surfacelin schools that used an 
, 	 I 

individualized/personalized approach to teaching and learnin~. As the administrator, of a charter 
I 
I 

high school argued: "Teachers in our school are responsible'!for creating an 'individual learning 
! 
I 

environment' for each student and so professional development is individualized/personalized as 
I 
I 

well." Therefore. in this school as well as in others with similar instructional approaches, there 
I 
I 

was no professional development curriculum or standards c9mmon across the whole school. 

I 
Conclusions. Few of the schools described a well-articulated and integrated instructional 

i 

program, and even fewer reported any sort of consistent, co~tent-based professional development 
, . 

I 

system. Although many of the schools were struggling withl the decision to make-versus-buy their 

instructional programs. simply buying or adopting an instructional system alone did not appear to 
, : 

be the most effective approach. There needed to be on-goiqg school-wide professional 

! 


development around curricular issues and opportuniues for teachers to interact around the 

curriculum. Other researchers have noted the importance of!fOrmal and informal structures that 
I , 


support teacher collaboration (Darling-Hammond. 1996). 'm the charter schools studied. there 

I 	 ' 
I 

was more informal sharing reported. perhaps in part re lat~d to the small size of some schools, 
I 	 ' 

many with faculties under 40. For an instructional program	
! 

to be adopted school-wide, school 

i 


leaders need to manage the school around that purpose. providing the time and formal structures 
, 	 I , 	 , 

for staff development and collaboration. 

http:developm.Jt
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3. 	 The accountIJbility system includes performance st~ndards. assessment strategies and 
consequences based on performance. One of the basic premises ofcharter schools is that 
schools should have more control over budget, personnel and curriculum issues in 
exchange for being held accountable for results .. ' I, 

,I 
In policy talk about charter schools, an integral part of the conversation is about high-stakes 

• - i • 

I 
accountability that entails significant consequences for charter schools -- renewing charters or 

, 

school closings. But, as the reform is being implemented, w~ found that accountability 
. i 

requirements from sponsoring agencies, including the state, district, university or other groups, 
t 

tended to be weak. and charter schools in all three states gene'rally were charged with creating their 
I 
I 

own accountability systems. We found. moreover, that the myth of greater accountability for 
I 

charter schools far exceeded the reality. 
f 

Definine and aswsine accountability. Consistent with the research on accountability
I 	 , 
, 

(Elmore. Abelmann, & Kenyon. 1997; Kirst. 1990; Newmann, King. & Rigdon. 1997; 
I 

Wohlstetter. Smyer. & Mohrman, 1994). we defined accou~tability as the process by which 
i 

sponsors of charter schools and other stakeholderS. such as parents and students. ensure that 
! 

charter schools meet their goals. Accordingly, accountability systems for charter schools require: 

1. P~rfonnance standards for judging whether ~r not charter schools are meeting their 
) 

goals. , 
i 

2. Assessment infoonation for evaluating student performance at charter schools. 
, 	 I , 

3. Rewardslsanctions for the success or failureiof charter schools in meeting their 
I 

~~. 	 ! 

In general. we found that granting agencies required assesstnent information on performance from 
. 	 I 

charter schools (sometimes via standardized tests and sometimes via internally-generated 
. . I 	 , 

assessments). but often failed to specify any clear performkce st~dards or consequences. 
I 

Typically, state charter school laws prescribe three general ¢riteria: 

1. 	 Reasonable progress on meeting each sChobl's own goals for its s~dents 
I 

2. 	 Standards of fiscal management concerning the proper use of funds , 
.', i 

3. 	 General probity and avoidance of scandal (Finn et al., 1996, p. 64). 

r.. 
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Judging from limited implementation experience, the initial ,focus of sponsoring agencies has been 
. I . . . 

I 

on the second criteria and. to a lesser extent, the third. Consequently, there have been school 
I' 

closures due to fiscal, administrative or ethical violations, ho.J..ever, no school to date has been 

sanctioned for not meeting academicleducationai goals. I
! 

In analyses of charter school legislation, Massachuset~ has been deemed one of the 
I . 

strongest states in terms of accountability requirements (Finnret al., 1996). In Massachusetts 
I 

charters are granted for five years and charter schools are acc?untable to the state. The state, 
I 

according to the legislation, monitors student enrollment and aemographics. In addition, the state 
I . 

evaluates charter schools by asking three questions: 1) Is th~ academic program a success? 2) Is 
I 

the school a viable organization? and 3) Is the school fai~ to the terms ofits charter? These .
I . 

.' I 

questions are addressed in the charter school's annual report.l Schools in MassachusettS also are 
I 

subject toa one-day s~te visit by a team of evaluators. How~ver, for the effort put forth by 

Massachusetts to clarify issues around accountability, there s~ll is little real clarity. At the end of 
I 

five years, it is not evident what level of school perfonnancei is good enough for renewal, or 
. . I 

whether the state can in fact close a school for not performing as specified. Indeed. nationally only 
. i 

three charter schools have been closed because of fmanciaI/ethlcal violations. or administrative 
! 

problems ("More on Charters", 1997). The question of whether any charter school will be closed 
!. 

because of poor student performance remains unanswered ~d the nature of standards these 


!

schools are held to remains vague. ! 

1 
. • I 

Given the unique missions of charter schools. it is nOt surprising that legislatures invested 
i ' 

. the schools, themselves. with the authority to set their own Perfonnance goals. State charter 
I 

school laws generally require that schools discuss goals. perlonnance standards and assessment 

measures in theircbarter school applications but offer little ~uidance to schools. Many foeu's group 
I 
I 

participants reportedfeeling that the external'accountability ~ystem was weak in that the state did 
. I 

not provide solid performance standards or goals for the Schools to work toward. What has 
, , ! 

emerged is a continuing dispute over standards for stud~nt ~rfonnance -- should the perf0iplance 
f 

of charter schools be judged by the relative improvement of their students based on the unique . 
, ! 

I 
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I 

goals and mission of the school, or by state performance standrrds. like other public schools? 

Current practice in charter schools tended to be a combination pf both. [f states had state-wide 

assessments, then charter school students typically were expec;ted to take those tests. l This 

requirement sometimes led to out right hostility and derision, p:b.iy related to schools feeling that 
I 

standardized tests were inappropriate for their special student RePulations and their unique. 
. I 

missions: "We buck the accountability plan. I simply say I d6n't know state regulations." 
i 

However, charter schools also were encouraged by sp~nsors to develop their own 

evaluation measures to document progress in their own tenus.! A high 'school preparing students 
I 

who fonnedy had been drop-outs for college or a career adopted "testing out of college entrance 
. . . I . 


exams" as one of their outcome measures. The "make versus :buy" dilemma., discussed earlier withI . 
I 

respect to instructional programs, also surfaced with assessm~nt. Many schools that we studied 
I 

elected to buy standardized testing materials mainly because sfaff members did not have the 
I' 

. experience. the expertise or the time to develop th~ir own pe10rmance-based assessment systems. 

At the same time, participants expressed strong concern about the accuracy of the results, since the 
. I 

"bought" assessments were not tailored to the school's instruftional program - "Can the tests 

adequately measure changes'in student achievement stemmin~ from our instructional focus on the 
i 

real world?" - nor were the assessments integrated into the. s;chool's curriculum. But, for the 
I 

reasons listed above --lack of experience, expertise and timer-- standardized tests continued to be 

used in many of the schools. 

i 
Some state charter school laws allow schools to subrriit applications that leave open the 

I 
specific standards and measures schools plan to use, deferriqg to some future time when the school 

i 

would actually develop or decide on what they would use. lbe charter school application of one 
I 

K-8 school promised that the school would "implement a pl~ to evaluate students after the 8th 
. ; , 

grade to determine the effectiveness of [the]... School." Holwever, at the time ofthe focus group 
I 
! 
i 

] Among the three states in our sample -- California. Massachusetts ana Minnesota -- none had state-wide 
assessments in place, although the three state laws required charter scHool students to take the tests that other public 
school students take. i' 

I 

• I 

i 



Creati~g and Sustaining :5 

(two years after the school had opened), the administrator rep~rted a continued lack of clear, 
. , , 

I 

, specific assessment methods and indicators. even though he felt this was a critical task for the 
I 

school to accomplish. The administrator further posited that tqe absence of an accountability plan 
. . I. 

was largely due to weak organizational capacity. as Newm~ ~t al. (l997) argued: "Everyone is 
I 

a bit afraid of evaluation. No one is really sure how to go abo~t it, and teachers just don't have 
I 

time to commit to making decisions about which tests are suitiWle for our students and the 
I 

performance levels they should achieve." 
! 
I 

Although none of the schools participating in this stuqy were described as having a strong 
. I 

internal accountability system in place, many of the schools appreciated the need for such a system 
I • 

and were working towards developing one. However, a maj9r problem facing the schools was the 
I ' 

scope of student outcomes, beyond strictly academic, conteni-based ones. Many of the charter 

schools in our sample. as noted earlier, emphasized in their applications a focus on outcomes 
- . i 

related to students' social and emotional development: "the .fuility to function as a citizen." "to 
, I 

demonstrate the appropriate control and release of emotions," "identify and implement ways to 
I 

develop better self." and "having an ethic of giving." Such ~earning processes. moreover, were 

4often difficult to defme and measure, even by those with S~ifiC expertise in the area Beyond 
. i 

the application itself. many focus group participants persommy defmed success based on vague. 
I 

i 
. sociaUemotional criteria. such as "not letting kids fall through the cracks" or "making a place where 

I 

kids feel they belong." In su.m. with the charter schools in 9ur sample. perfonnance standards -

both in tenns of academic achievement and emotional develbpment - - were unclear and there also 
I 

was a general lack of understanding about how to assess re~ults -- "we know there is change. w~ 

just don't know how to show it." 

Among the higher capacity schools (where participcints described stronger and more 

cohesive organizational and teachinglle~g structures). t~achers and administrators were focused 
I 
I 

I 
4 Just as charter school participants appeared to reject the knowledge ~ase about curriculum and insttuction, the 
schools also typically did not draw on expert knowledge in their atte~pts to create an assessment plan. So, for 
instance, schools proposed that they would design measures for assessing student self-esteem or mora! development, 
rather than using or fine-tuning existing measures. 

I 

! 
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i 
I 

on establishing comparison groups for their students, as one acfministrator reported, "It took us 
, i 

three years to get our act together and we still don't have a sysfem of how to compare our students 

to other students in the state. We're working on this now." Another administrator agreed, "One , I 

of our goals is to de','elop an assessment tool for comparing stPdents. We chose one [assessment 

instrument] the fIrst year but that didn't work out. We eventu¥ly abandoned that and developed 
, I 

, our own portfolio system. Now we' re in the process of trying to develop a more comparison
i 

based assessment instrument." 
I 

Although difficulties regarding outcome accountability were prominent in each of our three 
I 
I 

focus groups, we also heard about the importance of professional accountability at these schools -
·1 

that is. feelings of collective responsibility among administrators and teachers for school 
I 

performance. A complex of charter schools, which form a i~eder system. set aside time every
I 
j , 

Fridayfor cross-campus dialogue and coordination.s As one of the principals reported, '''There is a 
I ., 

feelingof teacher-te-teacher accountability in all our school~ and across the complex. We all 
I 

know that the kids from one teacher at one:: school will event\Ially end up in another teacher's class 
i 

at one of the other schools in the complex, and that teacher will know who was responsible for the 
, ' ; 

child's prior instruction." 

Market/dient accountability. Across all charter schOOls in our study • the strongest feeling 
I 

of accountability was to the local school community. especihlIy to parents and students. "We 
I 

know we are being watched and evaluated by the parents oQ an on-going basis, and there is the 
I ' 

pressure to live up to the standards and goals of the parents/' . An elementary charter school 
j 

created a three-page contract that parents must sign. requiri?g them to volunteer thirty hours at the 
I 

school each year. Called the "Home-School Contract:' one page of the document outlines the 

school's responsibilities to each child and another det.1Jis Jhat is expected of parents. The school 
.. ~ 

,.' " will provide a safe environment, monthly reports to paren~ regarding a child's performance. 
, j 

translators for parent-teacher conferences; and parents are bound to return an necessary forms and 
, I 

! 

I
i 

' 

, Through time-banking, where teachers have longer school days on some days and bank the exua time, the schools 
in the complex coordinated their pupil-free time. so that they would be able to meet and plan together. 

, I 
, I 

I 
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documents to the school on time. obtain a library card for their!children. and ensure that homework 

is done daily and reviewed. On a more basic level. the cleares~ measure of accountability for some 
, 

participants was student enrollment; if the school did not attrac,t enough parent and student 

I 
,"customers", it would close. 
r 

There also were strong feelings of accountability to snidents reported by teachers, 
i 

administrators and founders. One of the high schools in our'study held daily discussion groups 
I 	 , 

i 

with students to get feedback about students' experiences andlevaluations of the school. Another 
. 	 i . 

school that served grades K-8 sununed it up this way, "Our dbcisions are based on what kids 
. 	 I 

need." A number of the schools we studied had parents and ~pper grade students read and sign
, 

off on the school charter, and also conducted annual satisfaction surveys of parents and students. 
I 
i 

In sum. self-generated accountability systems in the ch~er schools we studied tended to 

emphasize internal accountability to the local SChoolcommu~ty -- both parents and students. The 
I 

systems also tended to rely more on inf~rmal repoIts of progtess, rather than formal documentation ,. . 	 , 

through standardized test scores. 
i 

Performance rewards. Consistent with recent studief of restructuring schools (Newmann 
, 

et al.• 1997; Wohlstetter et. al, 1994). we found that neither the charter schools nor their teachers 
. I 

received significant monetary rewards based on the perfonn1ance of their students. Thus, although 
i 

most charter schools; through their control over budgets. had the autonomy to create an incentive 
I . . 

. 	 I· ' 
system, almost none of the schools did. The one exception :was an elementary school that , 
designed a performance-based reward system. based on be~t ideas from research in schools and 

'. 	 I 
I 

private sector organizations (Kelley. 1997; Kelley & Odden. 1995). Pioneered by strong 
i 

leadership from the principal (who learned about the ideas from one of her professional network 
. 	 I 

connections), the charter school rewarded all teachers withlbonuses if test scores across the school 
i 

were raised to a pre-set level. Additional bonuses were giv,en to individual teachers if they set and 
I 

met performance standards for their own classrooms (hat ~sed standardized test scores. 
I 

Some focus group participants also mentioned "soft" extrinsic rewards, including 
I 

i 
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parent-sponsored faculty appreciation luncheons, recognition i,b school newsletters, thank-you 
: 

assemblies, staff appreciation days, and showcase displays on campus. More often, however. 
I 
I 

administrators and teachers talked about the rewards of working' at the charter school -
. I 	 . 

\ 	 I 

collaboration among professionals, advanced technology resoJr.:es, additional staff development 
, 	 I 

and control over what went on in the school, from hiring colle~gues to shaping classroom 

practices. Thus. educators in charter schools viewed their wotking conditions as high quality and 
I 
I 

professional, and such conditions clearly offered powerful rewards to the people working in the 
I. 

schools (for similar findings, see Newmann et al., 1997; Wohlstetter et al., 1994). 
i 

Conclusjons. Although there are strong feelings of informal accountability to parents, 
.' 	I 

students and among teachers, formal accountability systems and standards were lacking at the 
! 
I 

charter schools we studied. In the absence of clear direction ;from the state, charter schools 

typically were left to draw on their own organizational capacities to generate accountability plans 
I 

and few schools had a strong enough capacity to do so (see~ewmann et al., 1997). Charter 
I 

schools in this situation frequently went out and bought asse~sment materials, even though 
, 

educators often had doubts about whether the tests accuratelyi measured what they were trying to 
I 

teach. 
. 	 . 

4. 	 Schoolleadenhip provides the compass/or development and sustenance o/the charter 
school as a learning community; a key component 0/this leadership is negotiating many 
role demands. ; 

. I 

! 
Strong school leadership plays a critical role in fosteqng effective teaching and learning 

(Lindle, 1996; Murphy & Beck. 1995; Robertson et al .• 199~). The charter schools in our study 
'. 	 I, 

varied in their approaches to leadership and management We also heard from many schools 
I 

about their strUggles to design an organizational structure th~t distributed leadership responsibilitic::

in ways that worked best for the individual school communi~. The varying levels of experience uf 
I 

the staff in leadership positions further complicated this protess. 
. 	 I , 

Characteristjcs Qjschoolletutersbip Although the e~perience of the leaders in our sample 

of charter schools varied. several common 'traits emerged. Many charter school leaders exhibited 

an "outlaw mentality". They us~y came from outside of ~he public school system or had worked 
I 
1 
I 

i 
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within that system but had a history of challenging the "statusiquo", These "outlaws" saw 
. 	 I' 

themselves as fighting what they perceived as wrong with Amtfrican public education by starting a 

charter schooL One high school administrator at a charter school for student drop-outs had worked 

in prison education. She commented that, before charter schools, she had shunned the public 
,, 

school system because "r could not do the things I wanted to do without getting into a lot of 
. 	 I 

trouble." Another leader who founded a K-12 charter sChool:deSCribed how the school was 
I 

started by teachers with a common bond - - a dissatisfaction ~ith public school education. The 
, 

outlaw mentality appeared to play an important role in generating and maintaining commitment to 

the charter school. since through their involvement, leaders Were able to address what they saw as 
I 
, 


serious flaws in the public education system. I 

J 

I 
A second common characteristic among many charter' school leaders was a sense of , ' 	 I 

entrepreneurship. Such leaders worked to establish linkages with resources often outside of the 
, 	 I 

, district, including professional networks and service providefs, to bring new ideas about teaching 
. ! 

and learning into the schools. The fiscal autonomy granted to charter schools provided teachers the 
I 

. I 

freedom to seek out and utilize alternative resources and various types of support.
. 	 ! 

School leaders also worked with municipalities to se~ure school buildings. teacher training 
. 	 ! 

opportunities. support for curriculum development. and social and health services for students. 

O~e elementary conversion school off~red the school sit~ fOj, various community meetings and 

continuing education courses. The principal. moreover, bargained with service providers. so that 

her faculty and staff could attend these activities at free or re~ucedrates. Another charter school . 
I 

rented space from the city - a recreation center -- at the lowtcost community nonprofit rate. The 
, 
I 

charter schools in our sample'with a strong school-to-career focus worked to develop 
. 	 I 


I 


relationships with local businesses and colleges to provide ~ands-on training and internships for 
I 

students. One charter school developed an on-going relationship with a business collaborative for 
I 
I 

this purpose. Several charter schools also served as teacher training sites for local colleges or 
! 

universities. Participants at the focus groups pointed out that such partnerships contributed 
I 

resources (e.g.• use of student teachers) and new ideas about teaching and learning as well. 
. " ! 
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I 

Finally. members of the focus groups characterized sctfooI leadership in charter schools by 
i . 

a sense of collaboration between administrators and teachers. ~ometimes collaboration occurred 
, . 	 I 

through fonnal structures (teacher committees or "families" w6rking with the principal); often 

times collaboration was more infonnal - - discussion groups, Josting problems in the main office 
I 

for teachers to write in solutions. Regardless of the forum. p~icipants at the three focus groups 
i 

talked frequently about teams of people working toward a c0tn0n goal. An administrator from 

one of the elementary charter schools summed it up this way:! "We're all here for a 
i 

purpose	...we're all here together because we chose to be." 


Tensions between centralized and decentralized manaUment. An ongoing tension 

I 

mentioned by many of the charter schools in our study was, qn the one hand. a desire for total 
I 

inclusiveness among staff in decision-making and. on the o~br, a concern for more efficiency. 
I 	 . 

which often led to demands for a centralized organizational structure. In general. we found that 


individuals involved in the initial design and development of hharter schools tended to reject

I 

hierarchical structures typical of the public school system and to value a more even distribution of 
I 

power within the school comm~nity. Such an approach souiht equal contributions from all 


participants in school decision-making. with the goal of building consensus. However. once 

i 

. charter schools opened and continued to add faculty and staff. participants began to feel the press 
I 
I 

for a more centralized system of decision-making that could help lessen the time teachers spent on 

issues not related to teaching and learning. In addition. fOC~ group participants reported that 
. . 	 I 

radically decentralized decision-making made it difficult for decisions and follow-up actions to be 
, 
I 

made in a timely manner. As one participant noted. "Wheq push comes to shove, someone has to . , 
i 

make a decision..'t Thus, at many charter schools, designing an organizational structure was an 


evolving. dynamic process that focused on balancing a des~e for inclusiveness with the more 

I 

practical needs for some centralized structures. However, the ability of charter school leaders to 
I 

create an effective balance oftentimes appeared to be hampered by their lack of professional 
, 

knowledge and experience in the management area. Few sehoolleaders had a strong professional 
! 

.J 

I 
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understanding of participative management or high-involveme~t organizations. further 
, 

complicating attempts to establish a decentralized system that ~so was efficient 

The experience described at one elementary charter sCh:bol illustrates the changing nature of 
I 

. I 

school organization. When the school first converted to charter status, the school's leadership 
.' I 

attempted to involve all teachers and staff. and to some extent parents, in:every important decision. 
. ! . 

After three years of total inclusiveness, the participants wanted "to rethink this process." They felt 
I 

that the process was slowing down decision-making and impl~mentation. They argued. 
I 
I 

furthermore, that some top~own'structures were needed for tre school to function more 
I 
I , 

effectively - everyone cannot manage every aspect of t1:1e schpol. A new start-up secondary 
'. I· . 

school, likewise, experienced dramatic changes in its organizational structure during the first years
I 

, : . 

of operation. When the school fll'St opened, the staff attempt~d to make all decisions by full 
I 

consensus. but "in effect, we made no decisions." In the schbol's second year, the faculty made a 
. I 

. . . 

shift towards wanting a school leader and more centralized decision-making structures. The 
j , 

process of balancing pulls for centralized and decentralized management appeared to be an
I . , 

. endemic issue for nearly all charter schools. The evidence ~at we heard also suggested that a 
I . 

balance was more easily reached earlier in the life of a school. before structures became routinized 
i 

or unwieldy. Furthermore, the autonomy over school governance, granted by the three state 
I 

I 

charter school laws, both created the need to address the iss~e of how to self-govern and helped 
I 

I
the schools address and successfully .work through the proc¢ss. 

I 

, I. 
1):pes Q,fieadership,· Maoa,erial and instructionaL Regardless of how charter schools 
.' I 

were organized, two distinct areas of leadership were evideqt - - managerial leadership and 

instructionalleaciersbip. Further, we found that charter schpols that had greater autonomy from 

their districts also were more consumed by managenal deci~ions. These day-to-day issues of 

running charter schools included the budget. relevJ./1t district. state and federal policies, insurance, 
, I . 

I 
meals, security, custodians. substitutes. psychological services. and bus companies. As one 

I 

school administrator commented: 'The logistics CJJl lull yqu. The smallest part of my time goes to 
I 
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. i . . 
teaching and learning issues." This is consistent with other res1earch on self-managed schools 

. . 

(e.g., Caldwell. 1996; Levacic. 1995; Odden & Odden, 1996)1~ 
: 

The demands on school managers were often compounded by weak management 
. , 1 . 

I 
experience: Although a few charter school administrators had, experience in running schools as 

i ' 
principals in private, public or alternative schools. many chart~r school leaders had teaching 

experience only. Across the three focus groups. a number of teachers specifically noted that 
, I' 

training in managerial and fiscal issues was a major deficit at ~heir schools. However. even for 

administrators with prior managemeilt experience. charter sc hools presented difficult, new ,
I 

demands. As one administrator who had previously run an alternative school commented. "We are 
I ' 

building a ship that is heading out to sea and winter is approathing and we're in the north , ', 

I 

Atlantic." 

The division of responsibility across the two types of ~eadership varied among charter 
I 
I 

schools in our study. In some schools. managerial and instructional leadership were integrated in 
. I 

that the same individual or groups of individuals held respo~sibilities in both leadership areas. 

However, when this occurred, school leaders were often ove;rwhelmed with demands. As an 
, 

administrator from a K-12 charter school described the situa~on: "1be old principal left because of 
! 

the overwhelming responsibilities of running the school. It was a crushing weight for the guy to 
I 

cany." 
i 

In other charter schools. managerial and instruction~ leadership responsibilities were 
I

divided so that there was a clear distinction between those in;volved in each type of activity. "I do 
. ! 

'out-house'" remarked one elementary school principal. "an~ my staff does 'in-house'. I'm 
'I . 

responsible for management and money issu~s and my staffj is responsible for day-to-day 
, ' , 

I 

instructional issu~s." In several other charter schools. man~gement responsibilities were 
I 

contracted out to experts. so that staff were not distracted frbm instructional concerns. Finance 
: 

consultants were often used to handle fiscal matters, 
, 

In our focus groups we did not probe whether divid;ing leadership responsibilities produced 
, 
i

communication difficulties. However. in studies of leadership in SBM schools (see, for example.
I 

-I 
! 
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, i . . 
Louis & Kruse. 1995; Murphy & Louis, 1994; Wohlstetter & f3riggs. 1994) some principals have 

been accused of being too preoccupied with "out-house" respdnsibilities. It is thus possible that. 
o' I 

consistent with the research on SBM schools. even leaders wit:h an "out-house" focus need to have 
- . ! 

in place mechanisms for staying in touch with the "in-house" rteeds,of the school. 
.' I 

Conclusions, The charter schools in oUr study clearl~ benefited from the passionate, 
, 

committed attitudes of their school leaders. However, the leaders were faced with negotiating 
. I 

I . 

some difficult tensions between centralized and decentralized decision-making and between
I . 

" I 
management and instructional responsibilities. Schoolleade~ with more experience in site-based 

I
I . 

managed schools were described as being bener able to negotiate these tensions. Funhermore, we 
I 

heard that while the autonomy given to charter schools helped! facilitate the schools' abilities to 
. : . 

address these issues, the autonomy, at the same time, created!new, more complex governance 
I 

concerns for school leaders. I 

I 

I 
Enabling Conditions (or Creating and Sustaining, ~earning Communities in 

I, 
Charter Schools 

i 
From our preceding discussion of the "building bloc~" for developing charter schools as . 

, . 

learning communities, it is evident that the schools we studie~ varied in their abilities to put these 
I 

building blocks into place. Some schools had successfuUy ,*anaged the process by the time their 

doors opened, while other schools continue to struggle. Three enabling conditions helped to 
" I 

explain variations in the success rates of charter schools we [studied. We offer these as key issues 

for further exploration in charter schools nation-wide. 

1. School Power/Autonomy 

Charter schools are, to varying degrees. empowere4 with control over the budget, 
. I 

personnel, school governance, and curriculum: and the sch90ls with more power were bener able 

to create and sustain a learning community. For example. khools with extensive control over the
, ' I ' . . 

budget used money in new ways specifically tailored [0 thelneeds of the school-- school facilities. 

curricular materials, professional development or monet~ incentives for teachers. Similarly. 
I 

,/ 
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" I 
power over school governance allowed charter schools to expe~ment with decision-making 

I 

structures, length of the school year, and the weekly school sc~edule. 
, 

Charter schools also were more" easily able" to avail therr}selves ofcommunity resources and 

opportUnities without the constraint of the district office. The S~hools we studied tended to make 
I 

decisions about professional development, for instance, based pn staff interests and needs, not 
i 

what the district office offered at a convenient time. Schools w:ith a high degree of autonomy, 
I 

moreover, had the ability to respond quickly to resolve problems, rather than contending with an 
" I 

I 

approval process that sometimes takes months. Charter schoo,ls also were able to recruit, train. 

and socialize their staffs, which proved critical for sustaining p,assion and commitment to the 
. . I 

school mission. Finally. the autonomy of charter schools offered opportunities for implementing 
I 

"cutting edge" innovations in teaching and learning, although ¥ noted earlier, many charter 
I 

schools did not capitalize on this power. 
i 

The way in which school power enabled charter schooJs was keenly demonstrated in 
, " 

I 

California through an informal comparison of charter school~ with full fiscal autonomy and those 
. I ' 

\ 

that remained fiscally dependent on the district. The charter schools with high levels of autonomy 
I 

i 

described how they were able to research, select and adopt ne~ curricular programs with relative 
I 

. . I 

ease. One elementary school sent teachers to visit other schools to observe classroom practices; the 
. . 'I 

teachers. working through the curriculum committee. brought!a recommendation to the school 
I 

council; and the council voted and the curriculum was ordere~ immediately: "I got on the phone 
I 

that day. placed the order. and we had the curriculum and all the instructional materials in a week." 
I 

I 

It should be noted that the schools described as maki~g the best use of this 

autonomy/power were those with some degree of organizatio~al capacity to support teaching and 
, 1, 

learning. Schools with weak organizational structures appeared to have more difficulty capitalizing 
I 

on the autonomy they were given to develop and foster a high quality learning community. The 

seemingly paradoxical relationship between charter school ~rformance and the strength of charter 
I 

school legislation is an area for future exploration. Policy rdearchers have argued elsewhere 
I 
! 

(Bierlein & Mulholland, 1995; Buechler, 1996) that expansi~e charter school laws are those that 
! 
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. i 
grant the greatest degree of autonomy with few regulations or ~estrictions; make it easy for a 

I . 

'. . I 
variety of individuals and groups (public and private) to obtain: charter status; and allow large or 

unlimited numbers of charter schools in the state. Expansive ~aws. in theory, are supposed to be 
i 

more lenient -- charter school sponsors are expected to be mor~ risk-taking. approving more 
. I 

innovative schools than in states with less expansive laws. Coarter school proponents argue that 
. I 

I 

expansive laws are good public policy. Results from our focus groups, although admittedly 
. . I 

. limited, raised the issue of whether there were potential benefits for charter schools from a mix of 
I 

freedom and standards for operators: the schools described asl using their autonomy to their 

greatest advantage were in California, the state with the most Jestrictive provisions of the three we 

studied (Buechler. 1996). 

2. Presence ojSupportive Networks/Organizations 

In 1989. when England created its version of charter sphools - grant-maintained schools -
I . 

the central government at the same time established an org~ation - the Grant-Maintained 
I . 

Schools Foundation - to assist schools moving to charter statk and to provide technical assistance 
, : 

I. 

once schools opened (Wohlstetter & Anderson, 1994). In the United States. although 


I 
I . 

governments at both the federal and state levels, are. becomin~ increasingly more supportive 
I 

financially of charter schools, neither has established a technical assistance organization parallel to 
, I 

England's Grant-Maintuned Schools Foundation. Instead, states with charter school laws 
I 

typically have added a "charter school unit" to their state departments of education. The chief 

. i 


purpo~ of the unit is to administer the charter school law• whlch often includes overseeing the '.' 

appli~ation process, developing an accountability system and!eValUating implementation of the law. 

'There has been continued tension and controversy regarding Iwhether such units should provide
.' I 

technical assistance to schools. Consequently, there are few/governmental units providing support 

to charter schools in the United States. i 
i 
I 

Instead. a cottage industry of organizations has developed across many states to assist 
I ' 
I . 

charter schools. In the three states we studied, o~e group u~ually was informally anointed to 

provide such Services and the group was led by a charter sc~ool expert, typically someone 
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i 
I 

I 
identified as a charter school advocate·- Eric Premack; directqr of the Charter Schools Project at 

i 

California State University's Institute for Education Refonn; ~d Joe Nathan, director of the Center 
. I 

I . 

for School Change at the Hubert H. Humphrey Institute of Pu?lic Affairs. University of 

MiMesota. The services provided by the groups (usually on ~ pay-for-service basis) take a 
. I . . 

variety ofJonns, from workshops for groups of charter sChool;S to on-site visits to individual 
I 

charter schools. Supported in part by a grant from the Massac~usetts Department of Education, the 
. I . 

Charter School Resource Center at the Pioneer Institute in Boston is the most comprehensive of the 
. . . I . . 

I 

three in terms of the services it provides. The Center assists c~arter schools by hosting Charter 
. I 

School Roundtable sessions (bi-monthly) in which approved c'harter schools come together to 
. I 

share problems and best p~tices. Center staff also visitchart~r schools individually (at least twice 
I 

a year) to assess organizational strengths and weaknesses, and to provide timely feedback to 
I 
I . 

school leaders. The Center also helps charter schools and potential charter school founders with 
I, 

foundation and business outreach to stimulate support for charter schools; legal research; and 
. ' I • 

i 
. policy education to keep state legislators infonned about ch~er school laws and current 

I 

implementation issues. 
, 

. , 
Across the states, most participants in the three focus 'groups had sought assistance from 

I 

the group in their state on educational matters related to their missions. accountability issues and . 

! 


ways of coping with special education requirements. Charte~ schools in our study had received 

I . 


advice on business matters as well from the groups. 


We also heard about the support some of our schools received from the national education 
I 

reform networks to which they were affiliated. Help from th~se groups related mostly to 
I 

curriculum and instructional issues and frequently, {he assistance was provided through staff 
I 

development workshops attended by various members of the network, some charter schools but 
I 

mostly district-controlled schools. Also noteworthy was theione charter school principal who 
i 

affiliated with a policy research group - the Consortium for !Policy Research in Education -- and 

~sed the link as a way to bring best practices about pcrfonn..tnce rewards into her school. 
I 
I 
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3. Presence ofSupportive Parents 

Throughout this paper. we have presented several examples of how a supportive base of 
- I 

, I' 

parents facilitated the creation of a charter school and nurtured; its on-going development. At 
I 

inception, parental interest can be a driving force in creating thF passion and conunitment needed to 

establish a school -;. an interested group of.consumers is ne~essary for a school to have students 

to teach. Many of our focus group participants reported that teceptive paren~ also provided a 
I 

great deal of encouragement and assistance in the start-up of c:harter schools. This often resulted in 
, I'

a "honeymoon period" for the schools when they could count· on a great deal of unconditional 
I 

, support from parents. As one administrator commented. "P~nts signed-up when we were 
I 


selling air." I 

I 
I 

However, not all charter schools with high initial pare*tal interest experienced a 
I 

"honeymoon period"; for a few schools, parental interest escaJated into parental meddling. For 
I 
I 

example, when one school implemented a global, thematic approach to math that excluded . . 
- ' . I 

' 

textbooks, the parent protest was strong enough and loud enough that the school eventually 

I 'adopted textbooks for some classrooms. 
I 

I 

Beyond start-up, longer term support from parents cab contribute in sigruficant ways to the 

level of resources the school enjoys, from the school facilitie~ to curriculum and instructional 

materials. Focus group participants mentioned many types df on-going support from parents. As 
I 
I ' 

one'teacher remarked, "We are cared for-by the parents." Like SBM schools, parents sometimes 
I ' 

,participated in training sessions, in discussion groups that fdcused on instructional issues and in 

, I 


various decision-making structures. Parents also were active in.more conventional ways: 
I 

volunteering for special school tutoring programs. bringing food to staff meetings, and donating 
I 

time to beautify schools. Parents also provided concrete fin~cial support. through booster clubs. 
, ' I 
that was used for school equipment. supplies and teacher training. Furthermore, when such 

I 
I 

support was lacking, schools experienced noticeable di fficulties, as one administrator commented. 
I 

- I 

"Our school is about self-realization- - we need more paren~ involvement to make this school 

happen." 
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Conclusions and Policy Recommendations I 

We began by asking how charter school~ created and s~ustained learning comm~nities. 
How were school missions developed and translated into clas~room practice? How did charter· 

schools learn from what they were doing? What factors seem~d to produce high quality teaching. 

and learning? In the charter schools we studied. we identified four critical building blocks for the 
. I 

I 
development of high quality learning communities: the schoot mission. the school instructional 

program. the accountability system and school leadership. Wlfound characteristics of the charter 
I 

schools' approaches to these building blocks that both support~d and hindered their development . 

as learning communities. For example. the schools appeared to benefit from the committed 
, i . 

, attitudes and "outlaw mentality" of the stakeholders (founders. teachers. parents), but the lack of 
I 

clarity around school mission. instruction. professional devel6pment and governance interfered 

with school progress. Accountability appeared to be an issuebf particular difficulty for charter 
I 

schools. While charter school participants expressed strong f~elings of informal accountability to 
i 

their colleagues. parents and students. strong formal internal C¢d external accountability systems 
I 

were lacking. : 

We also identified three enabling conditions that hel~d to distingUish schools in their 

abilities to f!stablish the critical building blocks. Schools thatlhad greater levels of autonomy. that 
I 

were linked to supportive networks/organizations. and that hcki high levels of support from parems 
I 

tended to be more successful in creating learning communitie~. 

Given the exploratory nature of this study and the lirJited number of schools involved. we 
I , 

offer these fmdings mainly to guide further in-depth researchiwith charter schools throughout the 
, , 

United States. However. the fmdings also are useful for be~inning discussions about connections 
. I . 

between charter school policy and practice. Based on the exPerience of the charter schools we 
I . 

i 

studied in California, Massachusetts and Minnesota~ we havel generated some initial policy 

recommendations. 

I 
• I 
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I 

I " 


The fIrst recommendation concerns the chartering proc'ess. Sponsoring agencies could 

improve the charter school application and approval process bJ, requiring more concrete. detailed 
" I 
infonnation from applicants. Charters that are approved shoul~ be specific about: , 

• The school mission: Does the charter school have a speci~c and clear rriission statement, 

. th . I" '?focused on student achievement m e core cumcu ar areas. 
! 

• The school instructional plan: What are the specific instru~tional practices and curricular 
I 

materials the charter school will use to teach students? 
I, 
I 

• Professional development: How will the charter school prpvide professional development. 
I 

Iboth prior to its opening and on an on·going basis? I 

I 
" I· 

• Accountability plan: What are the specifIc·perfonnance st'Fdards and assessment strategies the 

Icharter school will use to evaluate its success? 

i
Based on what we learned from this study, tighter'policies to hone the specificity of charter 

. I ' 
school applications (as suggested above) may effect more stab~e learning communities in charter 

i 

schools. : 

The second recommen~tion is directed at policymakek-s who design charter school laws 
i 

. I 
and educators working, in charter schools as well. Based on fIndings that suggested the importance 

I 

of resources and networks to charter schools. charter schools ~eed to cultivate and effectively , ' 

i 

manage alternative resources in order to create and sustain sudcessfullearning communities. Such 
I 

resources. moreover. frequently will' be located outside, the IOC;aI school community and will likely " 

include linkages with: . 

• National education reform., networks 

• Expert consultants for management and fiscal issues 

• Businesses. social services and universities 

• Assessment/standards consultants 
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. I 
• State department administrators for help with specialized l~gal requirements (e.g .. special. , . 

I 

.education) 

Thus, charter school laws need to be written to allow pbcipants the flexibility to contract 
I 

out for services easily and in a timelyfashion .. District and stat~ education departments also could 
. , 

play an important role as an infonnation clearinghouse to help put charter schools in touch with 

professional networks and various organizations that could pr6vide various resources and services. 
. I 

Finally, charter school participants, at least those in leadership , positions, need to take on the roles 
. . I 

of not only managing people and resources, but als~ of buildin~ connections with the environment 
I 

to create linkages between the charter school and businesses, c'ornmunities, universities and other 
. . I 

organizations to both increase resources for the school and ge~erate opportunities for faculty and 
I

students. . I 

i 
Like all organizations successfully managed around te~ching and learning, charter schools 

need to be oriented towards constantly evolving and ~dapting lo changing demands and new 
. I. 

information. Thus, charter schools should be in the practice of continually re-examining and 
1) . 

evolving their practices and methods, and making infonned cHanges along the way consistent with 
i 

professional knowledge. Charter schools,like other learning organizations focused on continuous 
I . 
I 

improvement, would benefit from a "consumer guide" containing systematic infonnation about 
I 

different curricular models - - what works and what does not L- to help educators make more
I . 

infonned teaching and learning choices. As envisioned, the c?nsumer guide would describe highly 

effective and replicable methods/materials that could be organized under different subject areas andi ... 
could include the following information: professional develo~ment requirements; appropriateness 

I 
for culturally diverse students; evaluation and assessment eviq.ence: consumer reviews; and costs. 

i 
Such an activity would complement the U.S. Dep~ent of Education's interest both in the 

diffusion of educatio.nal innovations and in charter schools. i 
I 

In theory. charter schools accept increased accountability in exchange for decreased 
I 

regulation and independence. Findings from this exploratory!study suggest that individual charter 
I 

schools are operating in environments that afford v,arious mi~es of autonomy, assistance and 
I 

i 
I 
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I 

I 


accountability and that the mix likely is a strong influence onchaner schools' abilities to create and 

sustain themselves as learning communit·ies. The challenge fot future research is to enhance our 
. . , 

understanding about connections between charter school policies in states and districts and existing 
! • 

practices in charter schools. 

i 
I
! . 
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