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CHAPTER 1

Why Public Policy Fails to
Live Up to the Potential of

Charter School Reform
An Introduction

AMY STUART WELLS

1
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There are early warning signs that charter school reform is entering a reces-
sion. That is not to say that the movement has quit growing, only that its rate
of growth is beginning to slow. While charter school counts vary depending
on who is counting, the estimated number of charter schools across the coun-
try grew from about 1,500 in 1999 to 2,000 the following year. The number
jumped to only 2,372 for the fall of 2001 (Center for Education Reform, 2001;
see RPP International, 2000). This slower growth rate occurred even as the
number of states with charter school legislation expanded from 32 to 38.

There are, no doubt, several reasons for this lull in a reform movement
that only a few years ago had so much political momentum that then-President
Bill Clinton called for 3,000 charter schools by the year 2000. Yet, after spend-
ing the past 8 years studying charter school reform, I am convinced that sheer
exhaustion on the part of charter school founders and educators is a major
factor in the slowdown. In other words, the energy and enthusiasm that once
sustained this effort to free schools from public bureaucracies, while giving
them public funds to educate students, have waned as more and more educa-
tors, parents, and would-be educational entrepreneurs have learned that run-
ning autonomous schools without adequate support is extremely difficult. It
seems there are a limited number of people with the knowledge and experi-
ence to educate children, the business acumen to keep an autonomous insti-
tution running, the political connections to raise the private funds needed to
keep schools afloat, and the ability to forsake virtually all of their personal life



2 Where Charter School Policy Fails

in order to work 6 or 7 days a week for 12 to 14 hours a day. As one charter
school principal stated in an article on charter school leader burnout, “It’s
sometimes painful to think about how long and intense this process will be”
(Bowman, 2000, p. 1).

Educational management organizations, or EMOs, now running an esti-
mated 10 to 20% of all charter schools across the country, help alleviate much
of this burden. But they also come with their own philosophies and agendas—
often including making a profit for their shareholders—that are not always in
line with community-based groups who want to start charter schools (Bowman,
2000; Horn & Miron, 2000; Scott, 2002; Willard & Oplinger, 2000).

Thus, I speculate that charter school reform is a late-20th-century, laissez-
faire reform that will die of its own weight some time early in the 21st cen-
tury. This is not to say that all of the existing charter schools will fold; many
of them could continue for years, as have some public alternative schools from
the 1960s and 1970s. But it is fairly clear to anyone who spends a great deal
of time in charter schools that this is not a public policy that will transform
the public educational system into a more effective, efficient, or academically
accountable system. Yet, at the same time, charter school reform’s downturn
should not be used as a rationale for vouchers—that is, an argument that if
you can’t transform the public schools via charter school reform, you should
put them out of business. That would be the wrong interpretation of the story.
Despite the rhetoric of many right-wing charter school supporters, I argue
that this movement has begun to lose its momentum not because charter
schools are stifled by the public education bureaucracy, but rather because of
the lack of support these schools have received from the public policies that
created them.

Furthermore, this book is not about the failure of individual charter
schools. Indeed, charter schools are so diverse and so disparate in terms of
their quality and viability that it would be misleading to try to generalize about
the success or failure of these “schools” as if they were one entity. As the fol-
lowing pages demonstrate, my co-authors and I have been to many solid charter
schools that are run by caring and committed educators. We also have been
to far less stellar charter schools that were mostly in the business of making
money for a small group of operators by enrolling students who had few other
options and providing them with minimal educational services. We know quite
well that the spectrum of charter school programs, goals, constituents, and
quality is extremely broad.

For instance, we have studied charter schools that are rural, home-school-
ing collaboratives serving mostly Christian fundamentalist families, as well as
urban “ethnocentric” charter schools serving families of specific racial/eth-
nic groups and focusing on the history and culture of those groups. We have
seen back-to-basics charter schools—some serving mostly low-income students
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of color, others more middle-class White students from conservative commu-
nities. In addition, we have examined more progressive charter schools that
offer open classrooms and integrated curricula—some in urban areas serving
more racially and socioeconomically diverse students, others in more middle-
class and White communities. We are also familiar with charter schools that
serve suburban White students whose parents think they are too smart for
regular public schools, and independent study and in-house charter schools
that are last resorts for failing students. There are charter schools run by for-
profit EMOs and those run by non-profit grassroots community groups. Fur-
thermore, we know of schools where these categories collide—for example, a
back-to-basics, Afro-centric school operated by a for-profit company.

Indeed, the only consistency across this diverse and diffuse reform “move-
ment” is that charter schools all operate under the guidelines of state policies
that promise greater autonomy in exchange for greater academic accountability,
but generally fail to support the efforts of committed educators, especially those
serving the most disadvantaged students in grassroots and non-profit charter
schools. In other words, educators and parents in poor communities that are
generally the most frustrated with the unequal public educational system often
lack the support they need to create viable charter schools under the current
policy framework. What’s more, charter school laws fail to provide a viable
infrastructure for holding schools accountable in any meaningful way.

This book, therefore, helps readers understand the connections between
the problems that many charter schools face or perpetuate and the state policies
under which they must work. In other words, the chapters in this book help
readers understand that it is the ambiguity, the lack of support, and the com-
plete absence of equity provisions within the charter school laws in most states
that have led to the beginning of the end of yet another school reform move-
ment. Our central theme, then, is to be true to the “multiple meanings” of charter
school reform that exist at the school and community level, while at the same
time pointing fingers at the poor public policies under which they exist. As an
introduction to this argument, I examine the political and philosophical roots
of charter school reform and the context in which these laws were passed. Here,
it is easy to see how and why things got to be the way they are.

THE POLITICAL ORIGINS OF CHARTER SCHOOL REFORM

Charter school reform was definitely not a child of the 1960s. Although
there were progressive voices advocating for more autonomous schools, this
movement was born in the late 1980s and early 1990s between the end of
Reagan’s second term and the Contract with America. The political rhetoric
of the day was not to ask what your government could do to solve the prob-
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lem of educational inequality, but rather how could you pay fewer taxes and
get big government out of your life (Edsall, 1991; Frank, 2000; Yergin &
Stanislaw, 1998).

Clinton offered a kinder, gentler version of this rhetoric. After all, Clinton
was a “New Democrat,” which meant he emphasized restraint by government
in contrast to the more traditional liberalism that critics had taken to calling
“tax-and-spend.” In his 1995 State of the Union address, Clinton declared,
“The era of big government is over.” In 1996 he signed the Welfare Reform
Act, which both limited the duration of support for needy families and required
recipients to enroll in job searches and take whatever jobs they could find
(Yergin & Stanislaw, 1998).

In education, the equivalent backlash against big government was tar-
geted at the large and bureaucratic public educational system in general. More
specifically, frustration was aimed toward many of the equity-based policies
of the 1960s and 1970s, particularly programs such as special education, de-
segregation, compensatory education, and bilingual education, whose enforce-
ment had required lengthy rules and regulation (see Petrovich, forthcoming).
The focus had shifted in the 1980s and 1990s away from equity toward so-
called “excellence” in education—as if the two were mutually exclusive (see
Fuller, 2000; Reyes & Rorrer, 2001).

Gone was the political emphasis on redistributing resources and oppor-
tunities toward students who had the least. In this brave new world of educa-
tional reform, equity would occur “de facto.” In other words, rather than focus
directly on the needs of students who were most disadvantaged in the educa-
tional system, policy makers would try to improve the quality of the overall
educational system via an emphasis on higher educational standards—that is,
“excellence”—as well as an infusion of choice and competition (see Petrovich,
forthcoming). The argument was that a rising tide would lift all boats and that
both standards-based accountability systems via systemic reform and a strong
dose of competition via deregulation and choice would force all schools to
respond to the needs of all students. Charter school reform was in sync with
both of these efforts and thus is grounded in the ideology of each.

Systemic Reform and the Standards Movement

What later became known as “systemic reform” began with former Presi-
dent George Bush and the National Governors Association—then headed by
Bill Clinton—at a 1989 educational summit. That summit helped to launch
what is now a massive movement in public education to create more standards
and assessments and hold schools and students more accountable for “out-
comes,” even as schools were freed of some of the more onerous regulations
of the public educational system (Clune, 1993; O’Day & Smith, 1993).
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The theme of systemic reform—a trade-off of greater autonomy for account-
ability—became a centerpiece of the Clinton administration’s educational policy
agenda. Thus, the landmark Goals 2000 legislation, which was supported by
Clinton and a bipartisan group of legislators, became law in 1994 and had a
major impact on the way in which many subsequent pieces of legislation—fed-
eral and state—were written. For instance, Goals 2000 provided more than $500
million annually for states to develop academic standards and matching assess-
ments. Shortly thereafter, Congress passed the Improving America’s Schools Act,
which withheld major federal funding from states that did not develop standards.

Thus, the primary focus of systemic reform was on setting standards and
assessments (O’Day & Smith, 1993). Yet at the same time individual schools
were, in theory, given newfound freedom from rules and red tape in exchange
for greater scrutiny of their student outcomes. In this way, systemic reform
represented a shift from an input-based accountability system, where school
resources are regulated by districts and states, to an outcome- or performance-
based accountability system, where schools have greater autonomy from regu-
lations but must demonstrate their success in terms of student achievement
(see Chapter 2).

Following Congress’ lead and funding, policy makers in state capitals
across the country have bought into this seemingly logical and straightforward
trade-off of greater school autonomy in exchange for greater accountability
regarding student learning. As of spring 2002, 49 of 50 states have established
state standards, and 46 states have mandated assessments aligned with their
standards in at least one subject area (Quality Counts, 2002). All of this oc-
curred prior to the federal 2001 “No Child Left Behind Act” that now man-
dates states test students every year in reading and math in grades three through
eight (Olson, 2002). Meanwhile, most of the states with the new account-
ability systems also have designed policies—such as charter school laws—that
grant schools freedom and flexibility in how they use these resources.

Charter school reform, then, fits into this autonomy-for-accountability
framework because it provides the “autonomy” side of the equation within a
broader “accountability” context. According to the authors of the federal
charter school study:

The school’s charter gives the school autonomy over its operation and frees the
school from regulations that other public schools must follow. In exchange for
the flexibility afforded by the charter, the schools are held accountable for achiev-
ing the goals set out in the charter including improving student performance.
(RPP International, 2000, p. 1)

One of the fastest-growing systemic reform policies during the late 1990s,
charter school reform grants individual schools freedom from state and local
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regulations in exchange for a written charter proposal stating goals for stu-
dent outcomes.

Market Metaphor for School Reform

A second major political theme that has driven charter school reform, at
least at the policy level, is the market metaphor or what political scientists would
refer to as “neo-liberal” ideology.1 Proponents of this view argue that the best
way to improve public education is to force schools to compete for “custom-
ers” by providing parents greater choices of where their children attend school.
From this perspective, the educational system can only be improved via greater
deregulation and privatization of large bureaucratic systems and the simulta-
neous infusion of competition, high-stakes incentive systems, and supposed
unfettered consumer choice. Proponents of this view trace the problem with
education to government’s intrusion into the daily operation of schools, thus
shielding them from beneficial market forces, especially competition (Chubb
& Moe, 1990).

The argument is that, acting through self-interest, individual consumers—
as opposed to paternalistic public policies—will drive improvement of the
educational system (see Chubb & Moe, 1990; Cookson, 1994; Friedman,
1962). In general, neo-liberalism advocates an increased reliance on market
forces, volunteerism, and individual demands to achieve social ends. Deregu-
lation, or cutting back on governments’ regulatory systems that were put in
place to help protect the public, particularly the most disadvantaged, is the
goal. Yergin and Stanislaw (1998) argue that the neo-liberal objective of the
1990s was to move away from government control and toward greater reli-
ance on competition in the marketplace as a more efficient way to provide
public services.

Thus, the fall of communism in Eastern Europe only strengthened the
argument that highly deregulated, free-market capitalism is the only logical
economic system—for individual countries and for the world economy at large.
As Lester Thurow noted in 1996, “The market, and the market alone, rules.
No one doubts it” (p. 1).

Indeed, too much government regulation or direct delivery of social ser-
vices via the welfare state is seen by neo-liberals as both expensive and isola-
tionist in nature, putting countries at an extreme disadvantage in a global
economy (see Callaghy, 1993; Thurow, 1996). This argument became so
pervasive, so much the “common sense” of the late 20th century, that those
who questioned its soundness were easily dismissed. Thus, basically, for the
past decade and a half, this theme has dominated much of the political imagi-
nation of those with the ability to influence policy and structure debates about
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the future of education (Yergin & Stanislaw, 1998). And it is clearly one of
the most prominent themes behind charter school reform.

According to an article in the New Republic, “Those who invented char-
ter schools were not just out to create a few thousand good schools. Rather,
they wanted to improve all 88,000 public schools in the country by creating
enough competition for money and students to force school districts to inno-
vate” (Osborne, 1999, p. 2).

Decentralization: Local/Community Control

There is yet another political theme that shaped the demand for charter
school reform and that is the age-old call for decentralization and giving more
control over governance and decision making to the local school community.
Like the market metaphor, the call for greater decentralization is, for some
anyway, an attack on government—at least federal and state government—
involvement in education. This political theme also more closely links charter
school reform to what have become known as “new social movements,” be-
cause it represents very localized activity around issues of recognition, iden-
tity, difference, voice, and empowerment.

Still, it is important to remember that historically, decentralization has
had different implications for different communities. Thus, in the United
States we have used two different phrases—local control and community
control—in describing this political push. At first glance, the two phrases
seem quite similar in that they both express a demand to devolve decision-
making powers from distant, centralized bureaucracies to more localized
political contexts. Yet, historically, these terms described very different po-
litical phenomena and were used by people from different social, economic,
and political standpoints to accomplish very different—and sometimes con-
tradictory—goals.

For instance, the term local control is tied historically to efforts by those
who already have social, economic, and political power and are thus resentful
of any government infringement on their right to exercise that power. In con-
trast, efforts to establish community control of schools generally originated
from people who had little power in the educational system—the poor and
the disenfranchised—and who argued that the public schools in their neigh-
borhoods were not serving the needs of their children. Historically, commu-
nity control efforts in education, which became quite popular in the 1960s,
were linked to the Black power movement and efforts by urban African Ameri-
can parents and activists to have more say in how their neighborhood schools
were run. They sought to systematically change the culture and climate of those
schools via grassroots, community-based reform (see McCoy, 1970).
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Thus, while there are similarities in terms of the call for devolution of
power, the goal of local control is to allow those who historically have had
power within local educational systems to maintain it, and the goal of com-
munity control is to alter those very power relations. These political and so-
cial distinctions between the objectives of the advocates of these two different
forms of devolution remain with us today. For instance, the theme of local
control was echoed by political conservatives throughout the 1990s—in every-
thing from the Contract with America to 2001 Congressional proposals for
the reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act. This is
the neo-conservative ideology of the so-called “New Right” and hearkens back
to the “states rights” and “local control” movements in the South in the 1950s
and 1960s as Whites resisted federal government intervention for school de-
segregation and affirmative action (see Apple, 2001; Edsall, 1991; Lewis &
Nakagawa, 1995).

While the Republican call for local control is grounded in various politi-
cal attitudes, including the backlash against government-enforced civil rights
laws, the demand for community control has come from the political left, as
racial and ethnic minority groups have continued to struggle for greater free-
dom from oppressive state-run institutions. Historically, however, this push
for greater community control is not solely an anti-state political movement.
For instance, community control efforts among African Americans in the 1960s
were taking place parallel to the civil rights movement, which relied heavily
on the federal government and the U.S. Constitution for enforcement of
basic rights. And finally, in a related but distinct effort, many educational
progressives throughout the history of this country have called for policies
creating greater localized control of teaching and learning—policies allowing
for the creation of schools as localized sites of democracy (Maynard, 1970;
McCoy, 1970).

But the most recent political push toward greater local/community con-
trol of schools, manifest in policies such as charter school reform, is different
in that it tries to be all of these things at once. Thus this reform is more simi-
lar to other so-called new social movements, branching out in various politi-
cal and cultural directions (see Wilgren, 2000). Fraser (1997) refers to this as
the politics of recognition—of a new political “imaginary” centered on no-
tions of identity difference and cultural domination—that mobilizes groups
around race, ethnicity, gender, and sexuality. I would argue that in the case of
charter school reform, groups mobilize around these and other beliefs and
identities about schooling and whose knowledge is valued in schools. These
beliefs tend to overlap and intertwine with identities of race/ethnicity, social
class, and religion and “morality.”

But whether it is the Christian right in a small rural town or a Latino
community in a crowded urban center, charter school founders and operators
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clearly are engaging in a politics of recognition. They are trying to escape the
“cultural domination” they say they have experienced in the regular public
schools, and they seek to create school communities in which they can define
the identity and culture of the school.

WHERE IDEOLOGY MEETS PUBLIC POLICY

Indeed, these powerful political arguments—systemic reform, free-market
reform, and the renewed push for local or community control of schools—
shaped much of the policy-making agenda in the mid- to late-1990s, espe-
cially when it came to charter school reform.

First of all, as I noted above, charter schools represented the ultimate
accountability-for-autonomy trade-off of systemic reform. Thus, in exchange
for greater freedom from the educational system, charter schools must, in
theory, be held accountable for student outcomes in ways that regular public
schools are not. According to most charter school laws, charter schools must
administer mandated state tests, and a chartering agency theoretically can close
a charter school that fails to meet specified performance objectives. In fact, a
very compelling argument for charter schools is that they replace the current
rule-based accountability system, in which schools are held accountable for
meeting regulations on inputs, with an outcome- or performance-based ac-
countability system. Since charter schools that do not achieve results can be
shut down, the argument goes, this threat forces charter schools to be more
accountable, particularly for student outcomes and success (Finn, Manno,
Bierlein, & Vanourek, 1997; Hassel, 1996; Kolderie, 1992; Manno, 1998;
Manno, Finn, Bierlein & Vanourek, 2000; Millot, 1996).

Yet, despite charter school reform’s direct link to systemic reform, in many
ways it has been the free-market or neo-liberal argument that has most di-
rectly shaped state charter school policies. Indeed, advocates of this view are
the most active and organized at the political and policy-making level in terms
of influencing the scope of charter school legislation. For instance, under the
“strong” versus “weak” charter school law distinction advocated by the Cen-
ter for Educational Reform (CER)—a conservative think tank in Washington,
DC—“strong” charter school laws are those that are more deregulatory and
those that spawn the largest number of charter schools. According to the
center’s definition, so-called “strong” laws include the following provisions:

• No cap on the number of charter schools allowed
• Multiple charter-granting agencies
• No formal evidence of local support required before start-up
• Greater legal and fiscal autonomy
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• Automatic waiver from state and district laws
• Exemption from collective bargaining and work rules
• Guarantee of full per-pupil funding, but no more and no special sup-

port for those schools serving poor students

For instance, the CER webpage notes that the state with the strongest
law is Arizona because in that state, an unlimited number of charter schools
may be established, virtually any individual or organization may petition to
start a charter school, three different public bodies are empowered to autho-
rize charter schools, and full per-pupil funding follows students to the schools,
which are legally and financially autonomous and exempt from state laws and
regulations, district policies, and collective bargaining agreements. So-called
“weak laws,” on the other hand, are those that are seen by the free-market ad-
vocates as more regulatory.

These free-market reformers are mostly silent in terms of equity issues,
except to say that, de facto, school choice will force schools to be more account-
able to parents and competitive for students and the dollars they generate. But
there is no discussion of “redistribution” of opportunities or resources—for
example, targeting more resources to charter schools in low-income communi-
ties, or ensuring that the most disadvantaged students have access to popular
charter school programs. In fact, federal funding for charter schools is now more
than $100 million a year, and none of it is targeted specifically toward low-income
communities, in part because such redistribution would be antithetical to char-
ter school reform, at least as free-market reformers see it.

Meanwhile, the CER webpage, which offers far more up-to-date infor-
mation on charter schools than the federal government, boasts of its unique
role in influencing the specifics of charter school legislation in statehouses across
the country. Each year CER evaluates the “strength” of the state charter school
laws across the country and posts this ranking on the website, which states:

Using well-established criteria, the Center offers the nation’s only comprehen-
sive evaluation of all charter school laws. . . . The evaluation components are
based on sound, objective measures of how to evaluate progress toward the
intended goal that charter laws seek: To provide the maximum capacity and flex-
ibility within a state to yield the establishment of highly successful charter schools.

Unfortunately, this strong versus weak law distinction advocated by this
incredibly conservative think tank became the “common sense” of the charter
school movement, the nomenclature by which good versus bad laws were de-
fined. For instance, an Education Week article describing the growth of charter
school reform noted that the most recent state to pass charter school legislation
was Indiana, which “has been given an ‘A’ for the strength of its charter school
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legislation by the Center for Education Reform (Education Week on the Web,
2002). This sentence, which lacks any qualification regarding what CER is or
what its “A” rating stands for, is followed by a direct link to the CER website.

Meanwhile, those seeking more local and/or community control of
schools have found it in charter school reform but at a price to those who
lack the local resources to supplement the meager public funding. In other
words, the devolution aspect of charter school reform works better for some
than others. In particular, it works very well for those with the private wealth
to shape the laissez-faire policy to their advantage. This means that it is more
likely to serve those who seek local control from the standpoint of social, eco-
nomic, and political privilege and not those who seek to empower the most
disempowered communities via charter school reform.

EMERGING THEMES ACROSS THE RESEARCH

Evidence abounds that the accountability-minded systemic reformers and
the equity-minded community controllers have lost the most ground in the
process of translating ideology into charter school policy. Indeed, after con-
ducting one of the most thorough reviews of the research literature to date on
charter schools, I have concluded that of all the promises and sets of assump-
tions behind charter school reform, the claims of increased accountability and
de facto equity have proved to be the furthest from the truth. Here, I offer a
brief review of what I have learned and point to chapters and sections of this
book that corroborate these findings.

Accountability and Student Achievement

Thus far, there is no strong or consistent evidence that charter schools
have improved student achievement—as measured by state-mandated assess-
ments anyway—or that they are being held more accountable for academic
outcomes than regular public schools. Aside from anecdotal reports from in-
dividual schools, none of the methodologically sound state-level reports show
significant increases in overall achievement of charter school students, and many
show decreases. In fact, the lack of academic or outcome-based accountabil-
ity in charter schools is perhaps one of the most robust findings across the
states and reports.

Therefore, even though most state charter school laws require that char-
ter schools administer state assessments, there does not yet appear to be any
consequences for those charter schools that are not performing well academi-
cally. Studies from a number of states and jurisdictions, including Massachu-
setts, Michigan, Ohio, Pennsylvania, Texas, and Washington, DC, to name a
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few, draw similar conclusions (see, for example, Henig, Holyoke, Lacireno-
Paquet, & Moser, 2001; Massachusetts State Auditor, 2001; Miron & Nelson,
2000; Public Sector Consultants, 2000; Texas Center for Educational Research,
2001; Willard & Oplinger, 2000). For instance, the Massachusetts State Au-
ditor (2001) reported:

We found that DOE [state Department of Education] did not establish specific
performance objectives for charter schools or provide formal guidance on how
these objectives should be established, measured, or reported to ensure that
charter schools perform at an acceptable level. As a result, we found that many
of the performance objectives established by the charter schools for themselves
that we reviewed were unclear and unmeasurable. . . . We found erroneous per-
formance measures being reported by charter schools to DOE that were not
detected by DOE. Further, one of the seven charter schools that we visited had
no supporting documentation to substantiate how it measured the achievements
of its objective as reported to DOE. (p. 2)

Indeed, many of these studies demonstrate that when charter-granting
agencies do attempt to hold charter schools more accountable, it is in the area
of fiscal as opposed to academic accountability. One set of findings from our
study of California—the focus of Chapter 2—helps explain this phenomenon.
In that chapter, my co-authors and I argue that the process of holding charter
schools accountable for measurable student outcomes is a highly political one
and that district officials are uncertain of just how to do it. We also learned
that charter school proposals tend to be extremely vague regarding “to what”
they should be held accountable. And finally, we learned that the political
popularity and clout of charter schools affects the degree to which their charter-
granting agencies are likely to revoke a charter. In other words, there is a
political context to accountability that systemic reformers greatly underesti-
mate. It seems it is much more difficult to close down a politically popular
charter school regardless of how far the school is from meeting its proposed
goals (also see Bulkley, 1999).

Echoing our more nuanced explanation of why charter school account-
ability is so illusive, a 1997–99 study funded by the U.S. Department of Edu-
cation found that across six states, the autonomy-for-accountability trade-off
remains an unrealized aspiration (Hill, Lake, Celio, Campbell, Herdman, &
Bulkley, 2001). Indeed, paralleling so many of the findings discussed in our
UCLA Charter School Study (1998) report and Chapter 2 of this book, Hill
and colleagues (2001) report that charter school authorizers, particularly con-
ventional school district offices, are struggling to learn how to relate to schools
on the basis of performance rather than compliance.

In short, there are now massive amounts of evidence that the systemic
reform vision of charter schools and their autonomy-for-accountability trade-
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off has not materialized. We are left with a reform that, in many cases, pro-
vides a great deal of autonomy for individual schools but little public infor-
mation or feedback about what takes place within them. Chapters 2, 3, and 7
of this book provide greater insight into the many ways charter school reform
affects school-level autonomy or accountability. For instance, Chapters 2 and
3 illustrate that charter schools rely on the “traditional” public school system
more often and in many more complex ways than would be implied by the
rhetoric of the reform. At the same time, they are held far less accountable for
academic outcomes than the rhetoric would imply. And finally, as Chapter 7
reveals, while charter school educators for the most part enjoy their greater
autonomy from the public educational system, most admit that their class-
room pedagogy is similar to what it was before they came to the charter schools.
This suggests that they do not feel any more or less accountable than they did
before charter school reform.

Therefore, the lesson to be learned from our research and that of our
colleagues across the country is that despite the high level of support that
advocates of systemic reform have given to the charter school movement, as-
suming all the while that charter school reform was part of systemic reform, it
is now clear that this is not the case. Charter schools are many things to many
people, but they are not systematically more accountable for their student
outcomes than the public schools down the street.

Equity Concerns

If charter school policies as they are implemented at the school level are
not exemplars of accountability and systemic reform, then what are they? Whose
interests are being served by this reform? The answer is, rarely the most disad-
vantaged students. And this clearly echoes research findings from the United
States and abroad regarding the effect of school choice policies (see, for in-
stance, Fiske & Ladd, 2000; Gewirtz, Ball, & Bowe, 1995; Whitty, 1996).
Indeed, there are several findings from our research—discussed in detail in
Chapters 4, 5, and 6 of this book—and many, many other studies that suggest
this reform movement is leading to even greater inequalities within the edu-
cational system. In this section, I introduce several of these findings regard-
ing equity and charter schools.

Lack of Public Funding Leads to Reliance on Private Resources. Several
studies from various states across the country demonstrate that charter schools
are funded at a lower level than other public schools, especially when their
costs for facilities are taken into account (see, for instance, Public Sector Con-
sultants & Maximus, 1999; Texas Center for Educational Research, 2001).
Furthermore, as Slayton demonstrates in Chapter 4, not all charter schools
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receive the same amount of public funding from their districts. While recent
legislation in California is supposed to address these inequalities, given the
insidiousness of the problem as described by Slayton, chances are that many
of these inequalities remain.

Meanwhile, due to their lack of public support, charter schools are forced
to constantly seek private support. With some states not even giving full per-
pupil funding to charter schools and no states covering all or most of the capital
expenditure needed to house a school, charter school founders and educators
are generally left to their own devices to obtain private resources by any means
necessary. This, of course, is less generally problematic for charter schools lo-
cated in wealthy communities where private resources abound, as opposed to
low-income communities. These issues and how they complicate the lives of
charter school educators and students are described in detail in Chapter 5 of
this book.

This finding helps to explain the popularity and rapid growth of the edu-
cational management organizations. Because EMOs usually provide start-up
funds and help charter school educators and parents locate sites for their
schools, they are becoming especially popular in low-income communities
where it is often more difficult to raise the private capital necessary to open a
charter school (see Scott, 2002).

And, as I mentioned above, the issue of EMO-run charter schools raises
concerns about just how much autonomy individual charter schools have or
just how much local and/or community control their founders and educators
have. Depending on the management company—its size, for-profit as opposed
to non-profit status, and its organizational culture—these concerns may be
more salient in some instances than others (Horn & Miron, 2000; Scott, 2002;
Willard & Oplinger, 2000). Furthermore, researchers, journalists, and audi-
tors are uncovering more and more stories of ethically problematic behavior
on the part of these companies. For instance, the Massachusetts State Auditor’s
report (2001) found “a number of deficiencies relative to management com-
panies’ operation of charter schools” (p. 3). Such inadequacies included po-
tentially excessive profits provided to these management companies; in one
instance, more than 24% of a charter school’s funding went to the school’s
management company rather than to program services.

All of this suggests that to the extent that low-income communities are
more likely to find themselves in a situation with less public funding, more
reliance on private resources, and more dependence on EMOs to bring in the
start-up funds needed to get off the ground, these communities are much less
likely to benefit from the autonomy offered via charter school reform.

Signs of Increasing Racial/Social-Class Segregation in Charter Schools. An-
other major equity concern that our review of the existing literature on seg-
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regation and charter schools confirms is that charter schools are generally
not very racially or socioeconomically diverse. For instance, we found ever-
increasing evidence that when the demographic data are broken down and
the school-level information is examined, charter schools are more racially and
socioeconomically homogeneous than the already highly segregated public
schools (Wells, Holme, Lopez, & Cooper, 2000). Yet, we also found impor-
tant state-by-state differences in terms of the racial/ethnic makeup of charter
schools. For instance, in some states—especially Connecticut, Illinois, and
Michigan—charter school reform has been embraced as a mostly urban re-
form designed to serve predominantly low-income students of color. In other
states, such as California, Arizona, and Colorado, it has appealed to a much
wider range of people and communities, including many that are predomi-
nantly White and well-off.

In fact, our analysis of the U.S. Department of Education (RPP Interna-
tional, 2000) data from 1997–98 suggests that the more racially/ethnically
and socioeconomically diverse a state’s K–12 student population is, the more
likely the charter schools in that state are to enroll White and non-poor stu-
dents. Conversely, in states with a general public school population that is
predominantly White and relatively wealthy, charter schools are more likely
to enroll a higher percentage of students of color and low-income students;
only four out of 18 states do not fit this analysis (Wells et al., 2000).

Related to this issue is what appears to be a correlation between the geo-
graphic size of school districts and the likelihood that they enroll White and
wealthy students. In other words, it appears as though in states such as Con-
necticut and Michigan, which have smaller geographic school districts that
are distinguished by impenetrable urban–suburban and suburban–suburban
boundary lines, the demand for charter schools in the suburbs is far less. On
the other hand, in more southern and western states with larger, county-wide
school districts that include urban and suburban-type communities, charter
schools are more likely to appeal to White and wealthier families (see Wells
et al., 2000). This correlation suggests that segregation and separation along
race and class lines need to be examined within the context of the districts
and states in which the schools reside.

Furthermore, the closer we looked at the local communities in which these
new schools are being founded, the more evidence we saw of the segregative
effects—in terms of race and social class—of charter school reform. For in-
stance, a national study by researchers at NYU demonstrated that within their
local contexts, charter schools are often more racially and socioeconomically
isolated than nearby public schools (Ascher, Jacobwitz, & McBride, 1999).
That is, when you examine the school-level data, charter school enrollment
tends to be comprised of either predominantly White students or predomi-
nantly students of color. At the same time, charter schools tend to enroll ei-
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ther mostly non-poor students or predominantly poor students. In fact, those
researchers found that two-thirds of the 552 charter schools they looked at
enrolled either predominantly White students or predominantly students of
color, compared with less than 50% of the districts in which these schools are
housed. In other words, the charter schools were much less diverse that their
surrounding school districts. Similarly, another study out of Arizona State
University found that charter schools in the metropolitan Phoenix area tended
to have much higher White enrollments than surrounding public schools (Cobb
& Glass, 1999).

In terms of social-class segregation, most data support the argument that,
like racial segregation, at the school level, charter schools tend to be more seg-
regated by social class than even the already segregated public schools. More-
over, there is some evidence from various studies to suggest that even in poor
communities, the relatively more advantaged of the disadvantaged students are
enrolling in charter schools, and the percentage of the lowest-income students
served in charter schools across the country may be declining. And finally, there
is some preliminary evidence to suggest that to the extent that charter school
reform does serve low-income students and students of color, they frequently
are enrolled in some of the most impoverished schools or those with the least
challenging curricula (see Wells et al., 2000, for a review).

Although it has become more and more apparent that charter school re-
form has led to greater racial and social-class segregation and isolation, it is less
apparent just how the specifics of charter school policies have allowed this to
happen. Chapter 6 of this volume provides a more in-depth explanation of the
relationship between the state law and who ends up enrolling in charter schools.
Clearly, what we argue in that chapter is that state charter school laws that fail
to provide students with transportation and allow charter schools to have some
sort of admissions criteria, such as a required parent involvement contract, con-
tribute to racial and social-class separation. In addition, virtually all charter schools
have a very limited and narrow method of recruitment that most likely taps into
the relatively well-off families even in the low-income communities.

And finally, as Chapter 6 so carefully documents, starting a charter school
is very much about the process of community building around a set of shared
values and beliefs. While such community building is often seen as an impor-
tant asset of charter school reform, it also leads to racial/ethnic and social-
class segregation via exclusion of people who are “different.”

In this way, the evidence of greater segregation within charter schools,
which happens to be one of the most consistent findings across the various
studies, speaks to charter schools being more about the politics of recogni-
tion as more homogeneous groups of people come together to form charter
schools. But it also speaks to the lack of a charter school policy framework
that would support those charter school operators who want to create more
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diverse schools. For instance, the lack of transportation and outreach for charter
schools leads to a situation in which it is difficult to create racially and socio-
economically diverse charter schools. Furthermore, as we illustrate in Chap-
ter 6, the license to create more homogeneous school communities in terms
of the values and beliefs of those within these schools often leads to the cre-
ation of charter schools that are more homogeneous in terms of race, class,
and culture.

Taking Stock

Other cross-state findings that have emerged from charter school research
include a lack of evidence that there is much, if any, meaningful collaboration
between charter schools and the regular public schools. In this way, charter
schools are not serving as “models of innovation” for the public system (see,
for example, Rofes, 1998; UCLA Charter School Study, 1998).

Furthermore, related to the finding from Chapter 7 that we discussed
above, many of these research reports argue that charter school educators
generally are not employing any new instructional practices. In other words,
it appears as though this reform is more about the deregulation of funding
and the ability to create school-level policies, such as parent involvement re-
quirements, and less about changing the process of teaching and learning in any
meaningful way. Study after study reports that despite all the hype around char-
ter schools, the teaching and learning that go on within them are often the same
as what is found in traditional public schools. For instance, a study looking at
charter schools in Massachusetts, New Jersey, and Washington, DC found a lack
of true innovation in many charter schools (see Teske, Schneider, Buckley, &
Clark, 2000). Research from Michigan draws the same conclusion (Arsen, Plank,
& Sykes, 1999).

Clearly, it is difficult to read the emerging body of research literature on
charter schools and not come to the conclusion that the free-market reform-
ers won the battle for the soul of a movement that promised to be so much
more than merely a deregulatory reform. In other words, despite the diversity
of people and political interests represented in this reform, the legislative agenda
in the statehouses across the country has been dominated by those who want
deregulation for the sake of competition and school-level autonomy. The in-
terests of those who would like to see greater accountability in exchange for
that autonomy, or those who would like to have gained more meaningful com-
munity control of schools in low-income communities, have not been at the
forefront of the policy-making agenda. Meanwhile, more economically privi-
leged charter school founders who seek to create their own separate schools
and enjoy a strong degree of local control have faired far better under this
deregulatory agenda.
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The suggestion I make at the end of this book is for more progressive
and equity-minded charter school supporters to come together to imagine a
policy world in which charter school legislation may better support their ef-
forts to create and sustain schools that serve the students who traditionally
have been the most disadvantaged in the public educational system. Or how
about a world where the criteria of academic accountability could be tailored
more closely to the needs of students and educators—not just in charter schools,
but in all schools—and school communities could work with their districts or
charter-granting agencies to find helpful and appropriate ways to measure
progress and growth? Why not a policy agenda that focuses on quality over
quantity and seeks to support charter schools that are open to all students while
simultaneously serving as laboratories of good pedagogy? And why can’t
policymakers write a charter school law that supports and provides incentives
for groups that want to start racially diverse charter schools?

As I note in the Conclusion, several state legislatures are beginning to
grapple with many of the shortcomings of their charter school legislation.
Indeed, state policy makers from Texas to Massachusetts are beginning to
question in a more careful way whose interests are being served under the
current policy conditions. Efforts to curb the deregulatory aspect of the move-
ment are on the rise. Whether a more progressive policy agenda will follow
remains to be seen.

In the meantime, this brief overview of the charter school reform move-
ment and the emerging themes in the research helps us to better understand
“what” is happening in charter school reform across the country. The follow-
ing chapters of this book are intended to help explain the “how” and “why” of
these findings. Our findings from California, a state that has been at the fore-
front of charter school reform, offer a chance to see how these emerging themes
from the research relate to the day-to-day experiences of charter school educa-
tors and students. Answers to “how” and “why” questions can be derived only
through a methodology that is sensitive to the understandings of individual actors
as well as the unique social context in which they are situated.

THE UCLA CHARTER SCHOOL STUDY

The data presented in this book are drawn from an ambitious study of
charter schools in 10 California school districts. Our research team conducted
in-depth case studies of each district and 17 of the charter schools within them.
Additional charter schools also were examined in a less in-depth manner dur-
ing the course of this study, although they eventually were dropped from the
study for various reasons—for instance, one converted back to a regular pub-
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lic school, or we needed to focus our data collection on two or three schools
within the large urban districts. Still, these additional charter schools are dis-
cussed in Chapters 3 and 4 of this book.

The main purpose of our research was to understand how a seemingly
straightforward policy such as charter school reform interacts with different
local communities. We knew from prior research on charter schools in Cali-
fornia that they existed in a wide range of diverse communities across our vast
state—from urban poor to wealthy suburban to middle-class rural (SRI Inter-
national, 1997). Thus, we purposefully sampled districts and schools based
on their diversity from each other. In other words, rather than use random
sampling techniques employed by quantitative, survey researchers, we sampled
based on the phenomenon we wanted to study—namely, the diversity of ex-
periences within the charter school movement (Merriam, 1998; Schofield,
1998). This study, therefore, helps move the debate on charter school reform
beyond global generalizations of whether it is “working” into a more thought-
ful discussion of when it is working and for whom.

With this in mind, we selected 10 districts that differed on several key
factors, including size; racial and socioeconomic diversity; position in an urban,
rural, or suburban community; geographic location in southern, central, or
northern California; and number, percentage, and types of charter schools in
the district. Our sample consisted of five large urban districts, three that were
mostly rural but also had some suburban housing, and two that were mostly
suburban, although one included a rural section. All totaled, these 10 districts
housed 39, or almost one-third, of all the charter schools in the state at the
time we selected the sample in 1996 (SRI International, 1997).

We selected the 17 charter schools within these districts by once again
sampling for diversity along various dimensions—for example, grade levels
served; size and demographics of the students; type or format of the school,
including home schooling and independent study charters; philosophy of the
school; dependent versus independent relationships with districts; and dura-
tion of the charter. The final sample included two suburban, five rural/sub-
urban, and ten urban charter schools. All the names of the districts and schools
have been changed to protect the identity and confidentiality of the people
we interviewed.

Data collection included 462 semistructured interviews with school dis-
trict officials; various members of the charter schools’ communities, includ-
ing school founders, leaders, teachers, parents, governance council members,
and community supporters; and educators at nearby public schools. We also
conducted observations of district and charter school meetings and of class-
rooms in charter schools. And finally, we collected hundreds of district and
charter school documents. In addition to the data collected in these 10 school
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districts, we also interviewed 50 state-level policy makers in six states in order
to better understand bipartisan support for this reform (see Wells, Grutzik,
Carnochan, Slayton, & Vasudeva, 1999).

This extremely large and rich data base was then carefully and systemati-
cally analyzed according to the themes that emerged during the data collec-
tion process, including accountability, funding and resources, and student
access. In this way, the findings that emerged were truly grounded in the ex-
periences of charter school founders, educators, and parents, as well as school
district officials and state policy makers.

THE CALIFORNIA CHARTER SCHOOL LAW—
THE POLICY CONTEXT

Our study was of charter school reform in California—the second state
in the country to pass charter school legislation and the state that has consis-
tently had the largest number of students enrolled in charter schools. As with
so many other educational reforms, California has been a bellwether state when
it comes to charter schools. In order to help readers better understand the
connection between the policy and the practice of charter schools in Califor-
nia, I outline the parameters of the legislation that shaped the experiences of
the districts we studied.

The original California charter school law, which was passed in 1992 and
went into effect in early 1993, was amended considerably in 1998 to make the
chartering process easier for schools and to reduce the power of school boards
to deny or revoke charter proposals. Since 1998, additional state legislation has
been passed that affects the experiences of California charter schools—either
directly or indirectly—most of which does not address the central issues of ac-
countability and equity discussed in the following chapters of this book. In this
way, as I discuss in more detail in the Conclusion, most of the constraints of the
original California charter school policy that affected the schools in our study
remain intact. A brief description of that legislation follows.

The Stated Intent

In the prefatory statement of the intent of the California charter school
law, the legislators wrote that this policy is designed to help low-achieving
students and to enhance academic accountability in the public educational
system. Thus, the themes of equity and accountability were present up front
in the legislation even if they were not supported by the specifics of the law.

For instance, as stated in the “General Provisions” of the California charter
school law, the primary intent of the legislation is to improve pupil learning
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and increase learning opportunities for all students, especially those identified
as low achieving. Regarding the accountability issues related to this intent,
the legislation stipulates that this reform is designed to “hold the [charter]
schools . . . accountable for meeting measurable pupil outcomes, and provide
the schools a method to change from rule-based to performance-based account-
ability systems” (pp. 2–3). Yet, as the wording of the legislation shifted from
intent to content, the process by which charter schools were to be held account-
able for serving low-income students was confusing, to say the least.

Granting, Denying, and Revoking Charters

One of the defining features of the California charter school law is that
charters are granted to schools almost exclusively through local school dis-
tricts. In fact, the original 1992 law specified that only local boards of educa-
tion could grant charters, although petitioners could appeal to their county
board of education if their local district rejected their initial request. The 1998
amendments, however, allow charter petitioners to apply directly to their
county board of education and, if denied a charter by their local board or county
board, to apply directly to the state board of education for a charter. In 2000,
the California charter school law was amended again to allow the State Board
of Education to grant charters to schools. Even with these new provisions, a
defining characteristic of California charter schools is that the vast majority of
the approximately 358 operating charter schools in the state as of 2001 are
local entities, generally granted through and governed by their local school
districts (CANEC, 2001; RPP International, 2000).

There are two routes to creating charter schools in California: The first is
to convert an existing public school into a “conversion” charter school and
the second is to create a new, “start-up” charter school. The original law in-
cluded a statewide cap of 100 on the number of charter schools, and a limit of
10 per district. The 1998 amendments to the legislation, however, raised the
cap to 250 charter schools for the 1998–99 school year and 100 more per year
after that. The limit of 10 charter schools per district was removed.

California charters are valid for 5 years, at which time schools must re-
new their charters with the granting agencies. The law specifies conditions
under which a charter may be revoked or not renewed, including a “material
violation” of the standards of a school’s charter, failure to “meet or pursue
any of the pupil outcomes” specified in its charter, failure to meet generally
accepted accounting principles, or fiscal mismanagement. The law also speci-
fies that charter school proposals should describe the method by which public
progress in meeting the schools’ pupil outcomes will be measured. In this way,
the law attempts to enforce the accountability aspect of charter school reform.
However, as we demonstrate in Chapter 2, this provision is not enough.
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Charter School Operations

In terms of the day-to-day operations of the charter schools, the law waives
most of the California Education Code regulations except for those related to
non-discriminatory admissions based on race, gender, and national origin; basic
health and safety standards; and participation in the state assessment program.
In these specific areas, charter schools are required to abide by the same rules
and regulations as regular public schools. Also, the California law requires that
each group of charter school petitioners state in its proposal the means by which
the school “will achieve a racial and ethnic balance among its pupils that is
reflective of the general population residing within the territorial jurisdiction
of the school district to which the charter petition is submitted” (p. 4). Still,
as Chapter 6 and our prior report (UCLA Charter School Study, 1998) clearly
show, this aspect of the legislation is not being monitored, let alone enforced.

As noted in Chapter 4, public funds for charter schools are, in most cases,
routed through the local districts that grant the charters. Originally, the funds
that all charter schools were supposed to receive were to be equal to the “base
revenue limit” per pupil for the district. In 2001, the state legislature reduced
the funding for non-classroom (independent study, home-schooling) charter
schools.

In addition to basic, general funds, charter schools are entitled to receive
state and federal categorical funds—for example, Title 1 or special education—
for students who qualify for them. The law does not state, however, that char-
ter schools are eligible for any of the capital funds from the state or those
generated by local tax revenues to pay for facilities. Subsequent state legisla-
tion and a ballot initiative, Proposition 39, have made it easier for charter
schools to gain access to public funds for facilities or to the facilities them-
selves. Still, finding a home for a new, start-up charter school remains one of
the major challenges.

Given these criteria, the California law is not too dissimilar from the vast
majority of charter school laws that exist in the other 37 states and jurisdic-
tions. In fact, the Center for Education Reform gives California a “B” in its
A–F grading system because it allows for healthy growth of charter schools
but also contains some provisions that may impede growth. Thus, California’s
law is not the most deregulatory, free-market law, but it is by no means the
most restrictive either.

In this way, our in-depth findings from California are helpful in terms of
not just California, but other states as well. To the extent the same phenom-
ena are occurring elsewhere, we hope the chapters that follow help to shed
some light on the reasons why charter school reform has failed to produce
greater accountability and why it comes up so poorly on equity dimensions.
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OVERVIEW OF THE CHAPTERS

Thus, the two themes that cut through more than one of the chapters of
this book are (1) despite the rhetoric to the contrary, there is no additional aca-
demic accountability for charter schools, and (2) because the charter school leg-
islation was, for the most part, not centrally focused on issues of equal educational
opportunity, serious equity issues related to resources and access have arisen.

Meanwhile, there are several cross-cutting themes that emerge across
different chapters. For instance, Chapters 2, 3, and 4 examine charter school–
district relationships and the ambiguity inherent in those. For instance, as I
noted above, Chapter 2 by Wells, Vasudeva, Holme, and Cooper, provides a
close examination of the way in which issues of “accountability” play out in
the daily relationships between charter schools and their charter-granting
agencies—namely, their local school districts. This chapter demonstrates that
neither academic nor fiscal accountability is a simple, straightforward, and
rational process. Rather, it is a messy, ambiguous, and political process. Clearly
these findings from California must relate to other states and their experiences
with charter school accountability.

Chapter 3, by Carnochan, looks more closely at three charter schools in
one large urban school district to examine the relationship between charter
schools and their charter-granting or host school district. Her findings lead
to several policy recommendations—for all schools, not just charter schools—
in terms of their relationships to districts, including that districts should assist
charter schools in obtaining skills related to self-governance, consider how to
allow schools greater authority over hiring decisions, and attend to the lack of
adequate facilities for schools in poor areas. Thus, Carnochan argues that ur-
ban districts can use charter school reform to change district practices and
challenge the prevailing sentiment that such districts are but inefficient, change-
resistant bureaucracies. It also suggests that charter reform, with its supposed
autonomy-for-accountability trade-off, does not provide solutions to long-term
problems, especially in urban settings.

Slayton’s Chapter 4 shows us that despite explicit wording in the Califor-
nia charter school statute regarding how charter schools should be equitably
funded, the actual process of funding these schools is arbitrary and capricious.
Indeed, despite the technical language of the law, how much public funding a
charter school receives depends on the savvy and know-how of the principal and
the politics of the school district leadership. This chapter provides a segue into
the chapters that follow, which focus more explicitly on equity issues as they
relate to charter schools.

Chapters 5 (Scott and Holme) and 6 (Lopez, Wells, and Holme) focus
explicitly on equity issues. Namely, Chapter 5 discusses the ability of low-
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income communities to garner the necessary private resources to participate
in charter school reform, while Chapter 6 illustrates the limited student ac-
cess to many charter schools. Both of these chapters also reveal disturbing
trends about the ways in which charter school reform can contribute to grow-
ing inequities in the public educational system in general.

Chapter 7 (Vasudeva and Grutzik) focuses on teachers’ lives in charter
schools and also raises important equity concerns of another sort—namely,
which teachers at which stages in their careers can participate in this reform.
Yet, at the same time, this chapter shows the attraction of charter school re-
form for professionals who seek more autonomy and freedom to serve stu-
dents. In other words, teachers who want the autonomy to teach in a more
deregulated school can do so, but often at a professional and personal cost.

In the Conclusion, I ask a central question about how a reform move-
ment that is so diverse at the grassroots or school level has become so narrow
and so conservative at the policy level? I then offer some suggestions for re-
working the language of “strong” versus “weak” laws to serve a more pro-
gressive agenda.

In all, the in-depth look at charter school reform in 10 California school
districts presented in this book helps us understand the broader cross-state
findings that are emerging in the charter school literature in general. There-
fore, when policy makers and advocates of charter schools are looking for
answers to questions about how and why this reform movement has not lived
up to the expectations, they will have a place to turn. What this book will help
them understand is that in many ways the tensions and inconsistencies between
the three different political themes shaping this reform—systemic reform, free-
market reform, and local/community control—are more pronounced in the
experiences of those engaged in charter schools than are the platitudes about
what these more autonomous schools can accomplish. Yet, it ultimately will
be up to more progressive forces within and alongside the charter school
movement to make it something else—a reform that serves the needs of the
most disadvantaged students in schools that are held accountable for their
growth and achievement. Who could ask for more?

NOTE

1. We realize that it is difficult to discuss “neoliberalism” in the U.S. context
because of the traditional use of the term “liberal” here to describe supporters of
more, and not less, government intervention and activism as opposed to a classical
economic definition of “liberal,” which describes the views of libertarians or free-
market advocates. Thus, the international term “neoliberalism,” which stems from
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the classical meaning of “liberal” and refers to contemporary free-market reformers,
often is misinterpreted in this country to be the equivalent of a “New Democrat.”
While many so-called New Democrats are neoliberal and subscribe to the ideology
that deregulated competition between non-government service providers will cure
all social ills, the term better describes more right-wing pundits who argue for ex-
treme shifts toward total deregulation and free-market reform.
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The political framework discussed in Chapter 1 helps to explain why “account-
ability” became one of the most popular educational reform slogans of the
past decade. Indeed, under the “systemic reform” banner, individual schools
are, in theory, given newfound freedom from rules and red tape in exchange
for greater scrutiny of their students’ academic outcomes (see Ladd, 1996;
O’Day & Smith, 1993). As Wells noted in Chapter 1, this reform marks a
paradigm shift in education from an emphasis on input-based accountability,
where school resources are regulated by districts and states, to outcome- or
performance-based accountability, where schools are less regulated up front
but must demonstrate their success in terms of student achievement or “out-
comes” (see Elmore, Abelmann, & Fuhrman, 1996; Ladd, 1996).

Policy makers in Washington, DC and state capitals across the country
have bought into this seemingly logical and straightforward trade-off of greater
school autonomy in exchange for greater accountability regarding student
learning. As a result, there has been a proliferation of federal and state policies
designed to establish new standards and assessments (performance-account-
ability measures) as well as decentralization policies that grant schools free-
dom and flexibility in how they use resources (Elmore et al., 1996).

Left out of the equation of more centralized performance measures and
more autonomous schools, are the local school districts. Caught between the
state’s demands in terms of outcomes and schools’ demands for more free-

An earlier version of this chapter was published in the Stanford Law & Policy Review, 11(2), pp. 325–342.
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dom, school district officials are no longer sure of their roles. In fact, some
observers question whether school districts will continue to exist in this new
era of state-imposed standards and school-level autonomy (Elmore, 1996).
Others argue that local school districts simply will evolve into agencies that
focus mainly on managerial and financial accountability (Radnor, Ball, &
Vincent, 1998).

Nowhere is this conundrum over the future role of school districts more
visible than in the case of charter schools—the quintessential autonomy-for-
accountability reform. One of the fastest-growing deregulatory policies, charter
school reform grants individual schools freedom from state and local regula-
tions in exchange for a written proposal stating goals for student outcomes,
among other things (Sugarman & Kuboyama, 2001). But the role that local
school district officials should play in charter reform is not clear, despite the
fact that in the vast majority of states with charter school laws, local school
boards are either the only or one of a few charter-granting agencies.

In fact, according to the report, The State of Charter Schools (RPP Inter-
national, 2000), based on data from 36 states and the District of Columbia, in
14 of these states, including California, charters are granted almost exclusively
through local school districts. In another 16 states, school districts are one of
two or more charter-granting agencies. In fact, only seven of the 37 charter
school laws mandate that charters be granted to schools only through a state
entity—either state boards of education or state commissioners or both—by-
passing the local school districts completely (RPP International, 2000).

In states where districts grant charters, district officials theoretically find
themselves in the awkward position of freeing individual schools from their
own bureaucracy, while continuing to argue that that very bureaucracy is le-
gitimate and necessary. It occurred to us that this situation could create an
odd political dynamic, especially in instances where charter school founders
and supporters espouse an anti-public education ideology grounded in a cri-
tique of the bureaucratic and unresponsive public system (see Wells, Grutzik,
Carnochan, Slayton, & Vasudeva, 1999).

Using documents and interview data with district officials, including ad-
ministrators and school board members, as well as the principals or directors of
charter schools included in the UCLA Charter School Study, we explore issues
of accountability. Because all the charter schools in our study—indeed, all the
charter schools in California at the time of the study—were granted through
local or county school districts, we were able to examine “accountability” as a
dynamic between the charter-granting school districts and the charter schools.

While other research on accountability in education examines to whom
and for what school-level educators believe they are accountable (Abelmann
& Elmore, 1998), we wanted to explore accountability in charter school re-
form primarily through the eyes of the officials who are supposed to hold these
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autonomous schools accountable. We wanted to know whether school dis-
trict officials saw their role as straightforward and clearly defined under the
state law or whether they struggled to understand to whom and for what charter
schools are accountable in this age of deregulatory reform. Thus, the point of
this chapter is not to arrive at one single and universal “truth” about account-
ability in charter school reform, but rather to understand how those who are
supposed to impose the accountability requirements make meaning of their
roles and their authority.

We learned that holding charter schools accountable was as much a po-
litical process as it was an administrative matter. Thus, despite any technical
or rational policy talk about accountability, the day-to-day experiences of
people struggling to define charter school accountability were complicated,
contradictory, and deeply enmeshed in their political contexts. In many in-
stances, the amount of autonomy and the degree of accountability charter schools
experienced were no more or less than those of the non-charter public schools.
Virtually all other researchers studying this issue in charter school reform cor-
roborate this finding, making it consistent across states and districts (see es-
pecially Massachusetts State Auditor, 2001; Miron & Nelson, 2000; and
Willard & Oplinger, 2000). Yet, as we demonstrate in this chapter, the spe-
cifics of how and why greater accountability for charter schools is not enacted
differ to some degree depending on the local political context. Such research
evidence should inform future debates and discussions about the autonomy-
for-accountability trade-off in education.

THE POLITICS OF CHARTER SCHOOL ACCOUNTABILITY

In thinking about the political issues related to charter school account-
ability, we were drawn to the work of political sociologists, many of whom
write about the political aspects of policy implementation. For instance, we
considered Raab’s (1994) argument that policy is powerfully shaped by prac-
tice and is thereby deflected from its legislated intentions. Raab notes that in
studying how practice recreates a policy, “human agency” must be taken se-
riously, but so, too, must “the context of action,” which provides the con-
straints and opportunities for action.

In other words, both the agency of the actors involved, as well as the local,
state, and national context of charter school policy, profoundly shape what
accountability looks like. Indeed, our findings demonstrate that the policy talk
about accountability in exchange for greater autonomy is what Simola (1998)
would call “wishful rationalism”—or the rather naive way in which educational
reform discourse frames the goals and levers of the policy apparatus without
consideration of the cultural and historical contexts of reform. He writes, “It
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is only through underestimating the institutional, historical, and cultural frames
of schooling that the goal-rationalism could be seen as the omnipotent basis
for educational reform” (p. 741).

In our study, we learned that as charter school reform interacted with dif-
ferent school districts and their local constituencies, different understandings of
what was possible in terms of holding charter schools accountable emerged. Both
Hargreaves (1985) and Mehan (1992) argue that educational policy has to be
negotiated and implemented through interaction. These interactions and the
resulting interpretations are related to Simola’s “institutional, historical, and
cultural frames of schooling”—that is, how these different actors make mean-
ing of what it is that charter schools and districts are supposed to do. In fact,
many times, what ultimately happened in each school district we studied in terms
of charter school accountability was highly sensitive to the local political con-
text. In this way, a school board’s ability to hold a charter school accountable
for anything was circumscribed in part by the political popularity of the charter
school and the political vulnerability of the district.

For instance, in several of the 10 districts we studied, charter school
founders and operators, as well as their larger network of supporters, brought
to their interactions with the school districts a strong anti-public school ide-
ology. In fact, many of these charter school advocates were engaged in this
reform specifically because of their disdain for what they saw as an overly regu-
lated and bureaucratic public educational system. This critique and antago-
nism, which were particularly strong in the large urban school districts, often
shaped the interactions between charter schools and their districts. Yet in other
districts—generally, the more suburban and rural districts—the relationships
between the charter schools and district officials were much more amicable
(see Wells & Slayton, 1997; Wells, Slayton, & Scott, forthcoming).

Despite these context-specific issues, we also found some common themes
across the 10 districts. For instance, in all the districts, officials talked about
the ambiguity of the legislation and the tension it created as they reconsid-
ered their roles in light of charter school reform. In particular, issues of liabil-
ity plagued these officials as they worried about something happening at the
charter school that could bankrupt or financially jeopardize the entire district.
Thus, while some of these officials attempted to define a new role for their
districts and new relationships between the districts and the charter schools,
most of the officials we spoke to were trying simply to keep the charter schools
under district control, particularly when it came to issues of fiscal account-
ability. The goal of academic or student-outcome accountability—one of the
central purposes of the autonomy-for-accountability trade-off—did not, there-
fore, materialize.

At the same time, district officials said they felt trapped between charter
school founders who demanded more autonomy from district bureaucracy,
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and state and federal regulations that dictate the way in which districts and
their non-charter schools must function. This chapter provides a window into
understanding the interactions, meanings, and contexts that shape charter
school reform and create a much messier and more uneven form of account-
ability than the “wishful rationalism” of policy talk would lead us to believe.

THE POLITICS OF ACCOUNTABILITY IN CONTEXT

The basic guidelines outlined in the California charter school legislation
and discussed in Chapter 1 of this book make one thing clear: Many of the
specifics of the relationships between charter schools and their charter-granting
districts are not addressed in the statute. While the California charter school
legislation has created a state-level policy framework for school-level reform,
it is ultimately up to the charter-granting agencies—school districts in most
cases—to make this reform happen.

In the context of these decentralized struggles to implement charter school
reform, one of the most striking themes to emerge from our data is how com-
plicated and unpredictable “accountability” is when the rational and technical
policy talk meets the real-life experiences of people working in schools and dis-
tricts. These experiences are mediated by a local political context in which power,
control, and authority are differently ascribed to various actors—such as school
board members, superintendents, or charter school leaders—depending on the
historical relationships between the public educational system and its constitu-
ents, especially the most powerful constituents within the local community.

This section focuses on ways in which this local context matters regard-
ing who has political leverage to hold whom accountable in charter school
reform. We learned, for instance, that as charter school reform interacted with
different school districts and their local constituents, different understandings
of what was possible in terms of holding charter schools accountable emerged.
Oftentimes, charter school founders and operators were steeped in a power-
ful critique of the public educational system and their animosity toward that
“system” framed much of the negotiation between the charter schools and
the districts over issues such as funding, facilities, student-outcome measures,
and so forth.

As one official in the urban Mission Unified School District noted,
“There’s this real sense that they [charter schools] don’t belong to a dis-
trict, and quite frankly, I’ve been told they’re encouraged along these lines,
by outside folks that are either community people or they’ve got their own
network that they meet with, and they’re encouraged to push the envelope.”

Depending on the extent to which the anti-public school ideology reso-
nated with large segments of the school districts’ constituencies, district offi-
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cials would be more or less threatened by that ideology. Generally, it was the
large urban school districts that faced the harshest criticisms from their con-
stituencies for being too bureaucratic and too ineffectual (see Wells & Slayton,
1997). Thus, it was within these more politically vulnerable districts that the
anti-public school ideology struck the loudest chord and made the political
act of holding charter schools accountable very difficult and delicate.

For instance, the very large and urban Madrona Unified School District
had been politically under siege for decades and was, at the time of our inter-
views, facing loud opposition from several different communities within the
district boundaries. A former school board member described the rhetoric
associated with charter school reform: “So, ‘School districts get out of the way,
let them be free, let them go, don’t meddle, you don’t get it, you’re not hip
to this reform, let them do whatever the heck they want.’”

In this same district, several of the charter school leaders, in opposition
to the district, had garnered a great deal of political support for their schools.
One school in particular had received a lot of favorable news coverage, and
one district official noted that the principal used her connections to the media
to get what she wanted from the district. Another Madrona district official
said that how the district handled this particular school was “very political.”

Relating the popularity of a school to issues of accountability, some noted
that it would be more detrimental politically for a district to revoke the char-
ter of a popular school than it would be for the board of education to allow a
charter school to continue despite the lack of strong evidence that student
achievement—as measured by standardized tests—was improving. For instance,
a Madrona administrator who acted as a liaison between the charter schools
and the board of education questioned whether or not the board would ever
have the “political wherewithal” to revoke a charter if after 5 years one of the
charter schools was not “moving in the right direction” in terms of student
achievement. Meanwhile, several charters were renewed in Madrona for a sec-
ond 5-year period even though the schools had not shown consistent test score
improvements.

Similarly, another urban school district, Edgewood, was under fire from
various constituents in its racially diverse, but highly segregated and divided,
community. An Edgewood official noted that it would be very difficult for
the school board to deny a charter even to a group proposing to create a school
based on an unsound educational philosophy. He said that given the current
state of public education in this poor city, the school board did not have much
leverage.

If the people who elect them don’t get what they want, they can make
corrections. [If] the staff member don’t go along with what parents
want, they may complain to governing board members. It’s a tough
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one there. . . . Perhaps the resistance to some experimental effort is
properly not fairly strong because what we fall back on is what we’re
doing, [which] by most measures is not doing very well.

Still, politics is an issue not only in the large urban districts. Indeed, school
board members in one of the smaller rural districts in our study, Pastoral
Unified, were the target of intense political pressure aimed at getting them to
reinstate the charter of a school that was financially and legally out of line.
The board had revoked the charter when issues about the misuse of funds arose.
But parents of students in the school, charter school advocates, and conserva-
tive state policy makers launched an onslaught of political pressure that led
the board to reinstate the charter. One former board member explained how
her fellow board members were “taken in” by all the lobbying and attention
from the conservative state policy makers and charter school advocates.

I don’t know . . . unless they felt flattery was enough to do it. And I
know that they got standing ovations when they went to the gradua-
tions. And they got lots and lots of praise for their support of the . . .
[charter] school. So I suspect, being the human beings that they are,
this was something that they . . . [this was] real heavy stuff.

She told us that powerful state officials sent the board members letters
asking them to reinstate the charter and that her colleagues on the board loved
showing off these letters to friends and co-workers. “So I think it was that
kind of thing. I don’t—I don’t know. It just was over my head. I could not
understand how they could be taken in.”

The reinstatement of the charter did include a new agreement requir-
ing charter school students to take the same test as other students in the dis-
trict. But, two years later, the curriculum director of the charter school
informed us that the parents of two-thirds of the students in the school had
requested and been granted waivers exempting their children from the exam,
resulting in limited data on student achievement.

In this rural district and in the Madrona Unified example cited above,
political pressures—either from the local school community or from the
broader network of charter school supporters—sometimes overrode board
members’ concerns about the lack of evidence of higher student achieve-
ment at a charter school.

Yet in another urban district, Vista, whose board had more local political
support from its constituents than did Madrona’s, board members voted not
to renew the charter of a conversion school that had failed to show substantial
achievement gains. In reality, the Vista board’s decision was also more about
politics than academic accountability, because a group of powerful parents from
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the charter school wanted the school returned to district control and lobbied
the board to not renew the charter. Still, the fact that the Vista school board
voted to not renew the charter of a school that was doing no better or worse
in terms of standardized achievement gains than other charter schools in the
Vista district or than Madrona’s renewed charter schools illustrates the im-
portance of the political context of accountability in charter school reform. It
appears that some school boards have more authority to hold charter schools
strictly accountable than do others, in part because of political pressure from
powerful constituents and advocates.

We also found that school districts were subject to a multitude of addi-
tional political pressures affecting the degree to which officials felt empow-
ered to regulate charter schools. These pressures variously arose from other
school districts, from the business community, from civil rights groups, and
from demographic factors.

For example, several districts we visited, including Liberty Elementary
School District and Pastoral Unified School District, felt pressure from neigh-
boring school districts to regulate their charter schools, which enrolled a large
number of students from these adjoining districts. This experience raised all
sorts of regulatory questions for district officials in terms of whether or how
they should intervene in the charter schools’ recruitment and enrollment pro-
cesses and to what degree they had the power to do so.

In other districts, such as the suburban Shoreline, district officials felt
tremendous pressure from the business community to keep the charter “up to
snuff” because much of the district’s support from nearby corporations rested
on the performance of all the district’s schools, including the charter.

Still other districts, such as Madrona, felt pressure from civil rights groups
to monitor equity in the charter schools. These groups applied political pres-
sure to ensure that the charter schools did not become segregated relative to
the rest of the district. In this district, however, competing pressures emerged
from many White parents who had taken their children out of private schools
to enroll them in charter schools and who sought to downplay desegregation
requirements.

Finally, as the superintendent of Madrona Unified noted, urban districts
in particular are bombarded with pressures relating to the types of students
they serve, pressures that often shape how and to what extent districts are able
to regulate their charter schools. He observed: “This system is deluged with
problems of housing, problems of finance, problems with student achievement,
problems of Ebonics, you name it. . . . So it becomes a question of where you
can put your energy.”

These findings on the political context of accountability demonstrate some
of the ways in which the rational discourse of charter school accountability is
mediated by the political context of the schools and districts we studied. These
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contexts have a very real and powerful impact on district officials who are strug-
gling to implement a reform that they argue has been inherently ambiguous
from the beginning.

LEGISLATIVE AMBIGUITY AND LEGAL LIABILITY

In addition to the political context of accountability and its impact on
school district officials, virtually every official we interviewed said he or she
found the California charter school legislation ambiguous. This was especially
problematic when it came to the issue of liability because it meant that the
districts assumed liability by default. The ambiguity coupled with the liability
issues led many district officials to focus more heavily on fiscal as opposed to
academic aspects of accountability. This focus on fiscal accountability occurred
in part because that is the role school districts have played historically and in
part because they were concerned about charter schools having a negative fi-
nancial impact on the district.

In this section, we draw on data from our interviews with school district
officials as they attempt to make meaning of the California charter school law
and struggle with what they perceive to be many unanswered questions.

Ambiguity of the Law

Across the school districts in our study, we heard a common refrain criti-
cizing California’s charter school legislation for being ambiguous. Contrib-
uting to the legislative ambiguity is the fact that the term accountability—which
figures prominently in discussions of charter schools—is used sparsely in the
legislation. As Wells mentioned in Chapter 1, the law holds charter schools
“accountable for meeting measurable pupil outcomes” and provides a method
for schools to change from “rule-based to performance-based accountability
systems.” While this sounds good on paper, the crux of the problem, accord-
ing to the district officials, is that the legislation does not explain what role
the schools districts—as the main charter-granting agencies—play in all of this
accountability.

The former school board president of the Madrona Unified School Dis-
trict argued that there are too many accountability and fiscal issues that the
state has not defined and that have inherent ambiguities about who is respon-
sible for what in charter school reform. A Vista Unified School District board
member captured the essence of district dissatisfaction: “I’m thoroughly con-
vinced that charter school legislation is a good example of how a legislature
[can] take a good idea and run amok with it when legislators don’t really have
a clue as to how [a] school district functions.”
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The mismatch between the charter legislation and the ways in which
school districts function relates directly to issues of accountability. While the
legislation seeks to grant charter schools autonomy from districts, it falls short
of spelling out the terms of accountability and liability that accompany this
freedom. As a result, chartering districts are left to navigate this massive gray
area. According to an assistant superintendent of the Mission Unified School
District, “California’s legislation is so ambiguous . . . districts in the state
are really . . . floundering around. . . . And our district is no different.”

Then there was the rural district we discussed before, Pastoral Unified,
where the board of education revoked the charter of a school that had grown
quickly and was not forthcoming with the district regarding how it recruited
students or used public funds. Although the charter was revoked, it was re-
instated due to the political pressure we described above. Part of the reason
why the political campaign to reinstate the charter was so successful, school
board members and district officials explained, was that the California char-
ter school legislation did not give the district much leverage in trying to hold
the school accountable. According to a board member, “Legally, the way
the bill was written, you can do just about anything you want. . . . There are
no checks . . . and balances at all. So they weren’t illegal from that point of
view. But from . . . being able to work with them, it was impossible.”

A Madrona Unified board member summed up one of the central issues
regarding the legislation this way:

The frustration is that the [authors of the] charter school legislation
didn’t think through clearly what the role of local districts and govern-
ing boards would be. On the one hand, there is the promise of total
autonomy and freedom. You get to divorce yourself from the stupid
school district and do your own thing. On the other hand, school
districts remain legally responsible and accountable for what happens
in the charter schools, particularly financially.

The ambiguous legislation also reflects competing beliefs about charter
schools and thus different political philosophies about what types of relation-
ships charter schools and their charter-granting agencies should have (see Wells
et al., 1999). For example, when the large and urban Mission Unified School
District assembled an advisory board to consider issues of charter school over-
sight, the board quickly developed into two camps. According to an assistant
superintendent, one group’s advice was to “give them time, give them space
. . . let them make some mistakes. . . . You’re not going to know if it works if
you [go] over there with a ruler and slap them.” The opposing camp was more
skeptical, however, suggesting that the district “watch them like hawks, [be-
cause] you don’t know what they are about to do.” And while it was up to the
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district to determine the parameters for charter school oversight, the state,
according to this district official, was “absolutely unhelpful in trying to work
through any of that.”

Not only was the Mission Unified’s advisory board split on these issues,
but the school board was equally divided. According to a district administra-
tor, the five Mission Unified board members were also “all over the map” on
the issue of charter school oversight. One board member, he said, wanted to
nurture the charter schools, and another board member argued that charter
schools need to figure things out by themselves. He concluded that “you can
have almost any position on this topic and be fine, because there’s nothing to
tell you, you should or you shouldn’t.”

Also clear from our interviews, however, is that the legislation’s ambigu-
ity would not be quite so troubling to most of these officials if it weren’t for
their fear that if something went wrong with a charter school, the districts, as
the charter-granting agencies, would be held responsible.

Liability Matters: Guarding Deep Pockets

In fact, legal liability—and its financial implications—was one of the most
salient issues for the district officials in our study. Most of these officials as-
sumed, lacking any legislative indication to the contrary, that their districts
were legally liable if anything happened to the charter schools—for example,
if a charter school went bankrupt or if a lawsuit was filed against the school.
This assumption of liability profoundly influenced how these officials consid-
ered charter school autonomy from the district.

A Madrona Unified school board member noted:

Unless you’re physically going to lift the school up and move it out
of our jurisdiction, we, I assume, will continue to have liability. If the
facility was formerly part of the school district, if it’s burnt to the
ground, who will be responsible for rebuilding it? If there’s an
earthquake, who will be responsible for fixing it? What is the status of
employees? If they take a leave from the school district and the
charter goes under, they want their rights back, they want their
seniority back, they want their retirement benefits back, they want all
of that back.

These concerns about liability were echoed across all 10 school districts,
but especially in the larger districts where the pockets of public resources are
deepest. For instance, the Madrona superintendent stated that no matter how
distant charter schools try to be from their districts, lawsuits against the schools
invariably will move toward deep pockets.
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I always worry with those charter schools, the first time some kid gets
his head banged in, and there’s a major injury, when he sues, what
happens. Well, let me tell you, I don’t care what they’ve said over at
[the charter school], they’re a part of Madrona Unified. [The plain-
tiffs] are suing big, deep pockets over here. So, we cannot simply say
they’re not part of us.

Thus, according to the district officials, on the one hand, they are ex-
pected to respect the autonomy that the California law grants to charter
schools. On the other hand, they considered themselves legally responsible
if charter schools participated in unethical or irresponsible behavior. Such
understandings of the law only fueled the sometimes antagonistic relation-
ships between the districts and the charter schools. For instance, in the Vista
Unified School District, school board members’ worries about liability con-
tributed to their reluctance to grant charters earlier in the reform. Officials
said that this concern continued to influence board members when evaluat-
ing individual charter proposals.

Moreover, our data indicate that publicly elected school board members,
in particular, felt their constituents also held them responsible for charter school
operations. Their broader public, they argued, would be angry if the school
district had to “bail out” a charter school. According to the superintendent of
the High Country Unified School District:

Ultimately, after everything is said and done . . . I read the legislation
[as saying] that my school board ultimately is going to be held respon-
sible and accountable for something which could really go terribly
wrong and certainly would be held accountable in the eyes of the
public if something were to go terribly wrong. This is because you are
the ones who chartered it. It would be nice to have that removed.

In fact, many of the officials we interviewed stated that they would like
the state to play a more central role in terms of the legal responsibility for charter
schools—if not actually granting the charters then at least helping to develop
the guidelines to do it. A Madrona Unified board member, for instance, ar-
gued that if charter schools are to be completely divorced from their school
districts, then the state or some other entity should grant the charters, and the
school districts should be held “one hundred percent harmless from anything
that happens whatsoever.”

Clearly, the district officials we interviewed—especially those in the large
and beleaguered urban school districts—were frustrated by a reform that they
described as asking them to take a gamble and loosen their reins on individual
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schools while at the same time be prepared to pay for any mistakes made by
these more autonomous schools.

CONTROL AND FISCAL ACCOUNTABILITY

In many of the districts we studied, these liability concerns contributed
to a situation in which district officials tried to maintain as much control over
the charter schools as possible, at least in terms of the resources they received
and their use of district funding. In part because of these liability issues and in
part because of uncertainty regarding just how to hold schools accountable
for academic outcomes, school district officials also tended to be more focused
on holding charter schools fiscally, rather than academically, accountable. Thus,
in many cases, neither aspect of the autonomy-for-academic-accountability
bargain was being met because charter schools were not enjoying the kind of
freedom from regulation that other schools endure nor were they being held
to a higher standard in terms of student achievement.

Accountability and the Changing Role of the District

Although many district officials said they supported the concept of au-
tonomy for charter schools, they also emphasized that their districts retained
ultimate control over these schools. District officials argued that while char-
ter schools were free to educate students as they pleased, they nonetheless had
to maintain the confidence of their local school board to continue operating.
For instance, the general counsel for the Edgewood Unified School District—
a very poor urban district—candidly addressed the issue of charter school au-
tonomy versus district control, announcing: “My role is to make sure that
everyone knows that the board is still in control.” He elaborated:

While charter schools may, by statute, have some degree of release
from [district] rules . . . the board of education still has an overseeing
role to make sure that the terms of the charters are complied with.
Now, while [charter] schools may get the ability to experiment and try
new things, I think the control the school boards continue to have
[over] the charter is similar to the control the school boards have for
non-charter schools.

In fact, the controller of Edgewood unified noted that while charter
schools can be either “independent” or “dependent” in their relationships with
districts—depending mainly on the degree of fiscal autonomy they have—the
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Edgewood board of education had decided that all of the charter schools in
the district would be dependent. This meant that they remained more closely
tied to the district in terms of their financial operation. More “dependent”
charter schools generally remain a part of their districts in terms of payroll,
insurance, and so forth (UCLA Charter School Study, 1998). Although we
learned that this was not always the case in Edgewood, the controller said that
it was. He also said that the school board members had decided that they would
like to have the district management oversee all the charter schools. “I don’t
think they will approve anything that would be independent or away from the
Edgewood Unified School. So, so far all the charter schools [are] under the
umbrella of the school district.”

The board president of Mission Unified School District also staunchly
supported the idea that the district had ultimate authority over charter schools
“The Board is the final authority on whether they stay in place [or] whether
they’re canceled. As long as they’re public schools . . . the Board has final
say.”

District officials’ assertions of control do not necessarily reflect a simple
unwillingness to share power with charter schools. Rather, their views are re-
fracted through a chartering system that links charter schools to their districts
through a variety of processes, leaving district officials feeling not just legally,
but also professionally, responsible. The Sunnyside Unified superintendent
emphasized this link—and the shared responsibility that accompanies it. For
instance, when a new principal was being selected for the charter school in
her district, the superintendent determined that the selection would be made
jointly by the school and district. She stated:

The principal works for Sunnyside School District. It is not a private
practice. . . . You cannot give away responsibility for which there is no
accountability. So I cannot turn that over to the [charter school’s]
leadership team to choose the [principal] because they are not ulti-
mately accountable for that person’s success. I am.

In the Vista Unified School District, officials recognized that charter
schools’ unique relationships to their districts complicated the accountability
process. The Vista superintendent suggested that, contrary to the spirit and
rhetoric surrounding charter school reform, it was easier to hold traditional
schools accountable for their actions than charter schools. “The non-charters
are ours. There is no question about the accountability. They can go through
a typical military or industrial reporting [system].” But for charter schools, he
said, “the negotiations will obviously be different.”

Despite efforts to control charter schools, there was some recognition on
the part of district officials of the need for changing relationships between the
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charter schools and their districts. Many of the officials we interviewed said
they struggled with these changing roles. Individual board members or dis-
trict administrators were torn and conflicted about how they should treat
charter schools. In some districts, these issues were more divisive, with differ-
ent people on different sides—some bent on maintaining traditional, control-
ling practices and others ready to redefine their roles. In Vista Unified, for
instance, one top-ranking official in the district administration noted that at
least one of the school board members was not at all supportive of charter
schools because she thought that too many district resources, especially ad-
ministrators’ time, were going to charter schools. But other board members
were fairly supportive. As the main point person in the central office for char-
ter schools, this administrator found herself in a delicate situation—in the
middle of a divided school board and in the middle between that school board
and the charter schools. She noted, “I basically walk a fine line. . . . the direc-
tion that I give a charter school is not . . . necessarily telling them what to do
and how to do it, but providing just professional opinions, you know, and I
say that to them, ‘It’s my opinion. . . .’”

The board president of Mission Unified School District talked about the
tension between wanting to give the schools freedom and trying to fix things.
She related this experience to parenting: “The hardest thing for our district
has been once we get through with them, to keep hands off. To give help when
it’s needed but do it in a supportive way, instead of a restricted way.”

An assistant superintendent in the Mission district noted that it was dif-
ficult for her to not get as involved in the charter schools as she does in the
non-charter schools. She said, “I have trouble keeping my hand out of things.”
Still, she said: “If you ask some of the leadership of the charter what role they
would like for me to play . . . when I asked them that question, they said, ‘We
don’t want you to have anything to do with it.’ So my role is not really very
clearly defined.”

Fiscal Accountability Is Easier Than Academic Accountability

Despite this need for control on the part of some district officials, the
reality was that to the extent districts were able to hold charter schools account-
able for anything at all, it was for how they were spending public funds—or
fiscal accountability—as opposed to student outcomes—or academic ac-
countability. In the final report of the UCLA Charter School Study (1998),
we describe four major reasons why this happened.

First of all, California did not have a consistent state assessment system
in place for the first 5 years after the charter school legislation went into ef-
fect. Thus, during this period (1992–1997) school districts chose which tests
they administered and whether they required charter schools to give the same
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test. According to one state report, about 14% of charter schools did not ad-
minister any test during this time (SRI International, 1997).

Second, the concept of autonomy-for-accountability reflected an ex-
tremely simplified understanding of the multiple reasons why people engage
in charter school reform to begin with and the extent to which they wish to
be held accountable to one, state-defined set of student-performance measures.
In other words, we learned that most charter school founders had their own
visions of what schools should teach and what students should learn—for ex-
ample, an ethnocentric curriculum or a project-based learning strategy—and
the educational impact of those visions was not measurable by a single stan-
dardized test (UCLA Charter School Study, 1998).

A third and related reason why the accountability piece of charter school
reform did not play out in reality as the theory would imply was that many of the
defining purposes of charter schools we studied were non-academic in nature,
such as discipline and safety. Thus, most of these desired “outcomes” did not
lend themselves to traditional forms of accountability, especially student testing.

And finally, charter schools had multiple constituencies, including par-
ents and supporters, to whom they felt they were accountable; generally, school
district officials were not the most important constituents from the perspec-
tive of educators at the charter schools in our study.

As a result, in only one district in our study did a local school board re-
voke or fail to renew the charter of a school that was perceived to be not living
up to the academic goals set forth in its proposal. Yet as we noted above, even
in this instance, the non-renewal was not solely about the specified goals of
the school’s charter proposal or subsequent performance, but rather also about
the politics surrounding the school—namely, that many of the most vocal
parents no longer wanted the school to be a charter.

More typically, district administrators and school board members said they
lacked adequate information to assess whether charter schools’ academic or
student-outcome goals were being met. We noted, for instance, in our final
report that many of the charter school proposals were very vague when it came
to descriptions of their academic goals (UCLA Charter School Study, 1998).
In fact, several school board members stated their frustration over lacking any
evaluation tools for the charter schools. According to one: “We still have not
done a good evaluation of these schools to know whether they’re more effec-
tive than they were before they were charters. I don’t think, frankly, that they
are. I mean that’s my personal and gut feeling. But 5 years from now we’ll
probably know, and we’ll probably say, ‘Well, they’re not doing any worse.’”

A member of the rural Pastoral Unified School District’s board of educa-
tion, which revoked and then reinstated the charter of the home schooling/
independent study school mentioned earlier, explained:
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I had some questions here about the program itself because it was so
loose in the beginning that, we were asking about, “How do we know
that students are achieving?” And they gave some standardized tests
but it was strictly [voluntary]. So how valid is it? You know, the
students who took it did really well but . . . why would you bring your
kid in if you hadn’t been teaching them?

Thus, we learned that district officials generally dealt with academic ac-
countability for charter schools in much the same way they dealt with aca-
demic accountability for their other, non-charter public schools—with few
sanctions and little direct involvement. For instance, an administrator in the
Mission Unified School District noted that the academic accountability issue
was a district-wide issue, not one that was unique to charter schools. He said,
“There’s no bottom line in this district at all. We don’t have any real bottom
line accountability academically.”

In several districts, charter schools—particularly those that had been con-
verted from existing public schools—seemed to be on the same page as the
non-charter schools in terms of adopting district-level standards or participating
in district–wide reform efforts. This meant that the district–charter school re-
lationships around such issues as standards, curriculum, and student achieve-
ment were essentially the same as for non-charter schools. In the suburban
Shoreline Elementary School District, for instance, one school board mem-
ber discussed the connection between the charter school’s academic program
and that of the rest of the school district. She said that the charter school was
“just the next step in being a quality district.” Academic accountability was
not a serious issue, she noted, because “we didn’t have any sense that this
was going to be something removed from us.” Similarly, an assistant superin-
tendent of Vista Unified stated that she saw charter schools in a very similar
manner to the district’s reforming schools.

Still, in other districts, where the charter school–district relationship was
more strained, there was less direct district involvement in or communication
about the academic accountability of the charter schools. For instance, in the
Edgewood Unified School District, where, as we noted earlier, district offi-
cials tried to maintain a great deal of control over the charter schools in terms
of legal and contractual issues, it appeared as though these officials were pay-
ing much less attention to the academic aspects of the charter schools. In fact,
there was some confusion within the district about exactly what the charter
schools were responsible for in terms of academics. For instance, when asked
whether the charter schools used the same academic standards as the other
public schools in the district, Edgewood’s superintendent replied, “No. They
determine their own standards.”
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Yet, the director of one of Edgewood’s charter schools was under a dif-
ferent impression. She said that written into her school’s charter was an
agreement that the school would follow the district’s grade-level standards.
Furthermore, she said she also agreed to partially participate in the district’s
portfolio process, used to hold principals at all of the schools accountable.
Although there were sections of the portfolio process that the charter school
director decided to opt out of, she still intended to complete a portfolio and
to submit it to the district as part of the school’s “defense” for the renewal of
its charter.

Uncertainty among district administrators about for what and to whom
the charter schools were accountable in terms of academic outcomes was not
uncommon in the 10 districts we studied. For instance, a board member in
the Madrona Unified School District stammered a bit as he reflected on ex-
actly what information the board had about the academic progress of students
in the charter schools.

They do the same testing regimen that we do, I think. They do
additional . . . I thought we’ve had an annual report from them, I
think. And I think even the two autonomous [independent] ones
[charter schools] report everything. I mean, I think we know every-
thing about them like we know about the other schools. I’m not sure.

Questions and concerns about the academic accountability piece of char-
ter school reform were common. For instance, the special education director
of the Mission Unified School District noted that he had “some real concerns
because I don’t know what the checks and balances are, I don’t know what—
when they say they’re successful, what does that mean? We have no way of
monitoring the integrity of the assessment system used for kids in the charter
school.”

In the suburban and relatively affluent Sunnyside Unified School District,
the director of curriculum and instruction struggled with the question of aca-
demic accountability. She said that she did not know what the charter school’s
obligation was and that she was not certain what the charter school was re-
quired to do in terms of academic accountability.

I don’t know if it is hands off one hundred percent or if it is hands off
except for standards. . . . My guess is that there will be some require-
ments even for charter schools to demonstrate that there is a certain
level of proficiency, but at this point, I really don’t know that. You
know it changes frequently because it is such a political battle at this
point. But the charter schools, I think, really were initiated to demon-
strate new ways to achieve excellence and it seems to me that you can’t
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say, “Well, everyone else has standards but the charter schools don’t
have to have any standards.”

District officials said they became even more confused about academic
accountability the further the charter schools strayed from more traditional
curricula, programs, and boundaries. Alluding to charter schools operating
over the Internet, a Pastoral Unified board member noted, “You could have
someone from San Diego [enrolled at another district across the state] . . .
working on the computer. There are no boundaries.”

Focusing on the Bottom Line and Accountability
to a Broader Public

Due to the ambiguity of the academic accountability side of the equa-
tion and concern over liability issues, the control issues for districts were fiscal
and contractual—as they are for most public schools. The Sunnyside Uni-
fied administrator quoted above noted that while the academic piece of char-
ter school accountability was unclear, she was certain that the charter school
in her district did have to meet some of the same fiscal responsibilities as the
rest of the schools in the state. Similarly, the board president of Mission
Unified said that the school board would mainly “step in” to interfere with
charter school operations if there was a real misuse of funds. “Not just a
different use of funds but a misuse of public money. Then you step in, and
you don’t worry about it.”

These views represented a consensus of sorts in the districts we studied—
namely, that despite all the unanswered questions about the academic account-
ability of charter schools, the issue of fiscal accountability was clear. Thus,
related to all the legal, contractual, and liability issues mentioned above, when
district officials maintained that they were ultimately responsible for charter
schools, they typically meant that they were responsible for making sure that
public money was not misspent. Rather than get bogged down in the minu-
tiae of the lengthy California Education Code, one Pastoral Unified Board
member argued that boards focus more on fiscal matters.

In this way, holding charter schools accountable for keeping their fiscal
house in order rather than focusing on academic outcomes was in sync with
many of the traditional norms and practices of school district central offices.
As we mentioned, several interviewees noted that districts had never been very
good at holding schools accountable for academic outcomes; whereas exer-
cising fiscal authority—through the allocation of resources—had always been
central to what school districts did.

The district officials’ sense of the importance of this traditional role was
heightened when it came to charter schools. Because district officials oper-
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ated under the assumption that they would be held responsible for any debt their
charter schools accrued, they were eager to establish clear financial controls over
these schools. More than anything, they feared charter school bankruptcy. Ac-
cording to Edgewood’s controller, “If they ever go bankrupt, because they re-
port to us, we are responsible.” To try to stave off such a scenario, Edgewood
asked its charter schools to provide detailed reports on their income and ex-
penditures. The controller even requested bank statements from the charter
schools, to verify that district funds were faithfully deposited into the schools’
accounts. According to the controller, “I require them to send bank statements
[because] at least I would know that that money gets deposited in the bank.
It’s just all internal control.”

The fear that charter schools would go bankrupt was most troubling to
these district leaders because of what it could cost their districts and thus the
burden it would place on all the schools and students for which they were
responsible. Thus, these officials emphasized that their desire to be account-
able to the larger public greatly influenced how they monitored and evalu-
ated charter schools.

For example, a former school board president of the large, urban Mad-
rona Unified School District commented that while many of the accountabil-
ity and fiscal issues remained ill defined by the state law, his district would
continue to press for a high level of fiscal accountability from the charter
schools. He noted that one of Madrona’s first charter schools had gone bank-
rupt, leaving the district with a huge debt (hundreds of thousands of dollars)
to pay. He was committed to preventing that from happening again. He said
the true tension surrounding charter school reform is “not between standards
and autonomy, but between accountability for public dollars and autonomy.”

STATE AND FEDERAL FACTORS/FORCES

In addition to the ambiguity they saw in the legislation and the impact
that had on how they defined their working relationships with charter schools,
district officials also expressed feelings of being caught politically (and logis-
tically) between two powerful sets of competing demands: From “above,”
district officials said they were beholden to state and federal regulations re-
quiring districts to monitor all of their schools. From “below,” they faced
pressure from charter schools wanting to be released from most regulations
and oversight. District administrators, therefore, stated that they struggled not
only to define their roles in relation to their charter schools, but also to ensure
that the districts themselves remained fiscally and legally accountable to the
external forces that monitored them—that is, the state department of educa-
tion, federal government, courts, and teachers unions.
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Accountability to State and Federal Rules and Regulations

The district officials we interviewed in the charter school study spoke of
numerous state and federal regulations that are often vague, change frequently,
and are sometimes in conflict with one another. These officials expressed feel-
ing the heavy burden of regulatory responsibility while, at the same time, having
little professional autonomy. As a board member in Pastoral Unified School
District stated, school board members are often frustrated too by the plethora
of state guidelines and regulations. These regulations lead board members to
believe that they do not really have control over very many things—for char-
ter or non-charter schools.

Some of the most restrictive regulations governing school districts, ac-
cording to district officials, stem from state and federal categorical programs,
such as Title 1 and bilingual education, and other highly regulated programs
such as special education. While they recognized that programs funds for these
constitute a significant portion of school districts’ budgets, particularly those
of urban and poor districts, and are thus an important source of district in-
come, these programs come with what district officials consider to be some of
the most stringent regulatory strings attached. These officials argued that they
must ensure that all schools adhere to these regulations so that both the schools
and the school districts themselves are in compliance. As Sunnyside Unified’s
Title I administrator noted, “I have to keep them [the schools] out of jail and
me out of jail.”

Charter schools had, in many districts, created deep fissures in this rigid
regulatory structure: Both district officials and charter school personnel ex-
pressed that they were unclear about whether, or to what extent, charters must
comply with the same regulations that apply to other, non-charter schools. As
Mission Unified’s special education director said of the special education regu-
lations and charters:

It’s very difficult to deal with that kind of unknown with the charter,
as opposed to . . . you know, things may be implemented differently
in our [more than 100] schools, but at least you know there’s a
parameter procedure out there that people will work within, so you
know how to deal with it. With charters it’s kind of, you know, an
unknown. They haven’t been around long enough to know how to
deal with that.

We also found that district personnel varied widely in the degree to which
they tried to accommodate the charter schools’ needs. In some districts, like
Sunnyside Unified, officials worked hard to assist the charter school in align-
ing its goals with state and federal regulatory requirements. Other districts,
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we discovered, were less proactive in assisting their charters with regulatory
compliance; many of these district officials handled the problems that arose
with their charters on a case-by-case basis, often calling the state department
of education as necessary to help them resolve various issues.

Several district officials we interviewed said they observed that charter
operators themselves were confused about the extent to which they must com-
ply with state and federal regulations—and that while some charter directors
turned to district personnel to resolve questions about program compliance,
others did not. According to one district administrator, some charter school
operators picked and chose from various regulations. Thus, not only were
districts charged with determining charter schools’ regulatory responsibility,
but they also had to communicate this responsibility to their charter schools—
while at the same time monitoring whether these maverick schools were, in-
deed, complying with these guidelines. This was a burdensome task, according
to the district administrators who were often in charge of monitoring the regu-
latory compliance of tens or hundreds of other, non-charter schools.

Accountability to Court Orders and Enrollment Policies

Five of the 10 districts we studied were operating under court-ordered
desegregation or desegregation consent degrees. Officials in these districts gen-
erally agreed that charter schools should comply with desegregation programs,
but most were unclear about who within the district was responsible for moni-
toring such compliance. Indeed, when we asked district officials who was re-
sponsible for ensuring that charter schools remained within desegregation
guidelines, we received varied responses. Some district officials said this re-
sponsibility rested with the school board as the charter-granting agency, oth-
ers placed responsibility with the school district’s attorney, and still others said
that responsibility was in the hands of those who worked in the district’s de-
segregation office.

Indeed, as was noted in Chapter 1, the California charter school legisla-
tion requires schools to include in their charter proposals the means by which
the school “will achieve a racial and ethnic balance among its pupils that is
reflective of the general population residing within the territorial jurisdiction
of the school district to which the charter petition is submitted.” We found,
however, that this requirement of the law was not being enforced by the school
districts and that many of the charter school proposals did not even address
these issues (see Lopez, 1997).

Furthermore, there was huge variation across the districts as to whether
the charter schools were required to comply with desegregation programs and
court orders. We found that this compliance depended, in part, on the type of
desegregation program in place in the district and on the political context of
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the school and the district. For instance, compliance with such policies often
required charter school students to have access to transportation. In only one
of the districts we studied did the district provide free transportation for stu-
dents (UCLA Charter School Study, 1998). Thus, the fact that the state law
does not provide transportation funds for charter schools makes it very diffi-
cult for many of the districts to hold these schools accountable to school de-
segregation programs.

In one of the districts with voluntary desegregation programs, Madrona
Unified, the assistant superintendent in charge of integration said that he felt
pressure to ensure compliance with desegregation mandates because failure
to do so would result in a loss of valuable desegregation funding from the state.
He said, “The program is such that we receive funding on this basis, as we’ve
described it to the court, we’ve described it to the controller’s office, and it
has to be maintained in that way.”

Again, the charter school legislation in California appears to leave dis-
trict administrators with few guidelines as to whether, and how, charters fit
into desegregation plans. Meanwhile, district officials said they were under
heavy pressure to ensure that all district schools remained in compliance.

CONCLUSION

Faced with a state mandate to grant charters to schools but little direc-
tion from the legislation on how to hold these schools accountable for aca-
demic outcomes, the officials in the districts we studied ultimately felt caught
between the proverbial rock and a hard place. On the one hand, these officials
faced tremendous pressure from state and federal government regulations, local
constituents, desegregation court orders, and other external forces. On the
other hand, they faced pressures from charter school educators and their ad-
vocates who demanded freedom from many of the regulations with which
districts are legally bound to comply. It is hardly surprising, then, that many
of these officials said they thought districts should be released from their re-
sponsibility for charter schools altogether.

The main implication of our findings is that the policy talk of deregulatory
reforms that makes the autonomy-for-accountability trade-off seem so work-
able is, indeed, “wishful rationalism” (Simola, 1998). It appears that “free-
ing” schools one by one while leaving the larger public school apparatus in
place results in tension, ambiguity, and even resistance among school district
officials who see themselves as caught between the autonomous schools and
the regulations of the public system. Within different district contexts the
struggle looks different, but many of the underlying concerns—especially
legal and financial liability—remain the same. State and federal policy makers
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need to reconsider the serious legal implications of “freeing” charter schools
from all regulations and allowing them to function with an outcome-based
accountability model, while the entities that grant and renew the charters re-
main governed by the regulations inherent in the traditional input-oriented
accountability system. This is not necessarily an argument against laws that
name local school districts as charter-granting agencies; rather it is a call for
more thoughtful public debate and discussion on the various ways in which
charter schools interact with and influence the existing public education sys-
tem, especially their local school districts.
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Throughout the history of this nation’s experiment with democracy, reform-
ers have debated the value of more or less government, the best administra-
tive structures for government agencies, and the appropriate scope and focus
of government involvement in local matters (Arrow, 1963; Bailyn, 1960). In
education, this debate has tended to revolve around the issue of centraliza-
tion and decentralization of educational governance (Elmore, 1993; Tyack,
1993).

Charter school reform enters this debate over government’s role in man-
aging schools with a promise to strike a new balance between centralization and
decentralization. Charter schools are public schools, in that they receive public
funds and must report to a public authority, but they also have autonomy from
district and state regulations and thus are free to set local goals and strategies.
Charter reform fits within the larger movement to “reinvent government”
(Osborne & Gaebler, 1993), granting local school communities considerable
autonomy in decision making while maintaining public authority over the end-
results—or outcomes—of their actions. In Chapter 2, this is described as the
shift from input-based accountability to outcome- or performance-based ac-
countability where more deregulated schools must demonstrate their success
in terms of student achievement.

Still, despite the greater autonomy that charter schools enjoy, public
authority over these schools, as noted in Chapter 1, is still vested primarily
with the local school districts that grant most of the charters in California.
Thus, charter schools, freed from many regulations, must negotiate new rela-
tionships with their districts. For instance, they may wish to adopt certain
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district programs or policies and reject others. Their districts, as the charter-
granting agencies and the public entities responsible for holding charter schools
accountable, may try to influence the degree to which charter schools can
operate outside the regular public school system. As a result, charter school
reform promises to change not only local schools but also the relationship
between schools and their host districts.

Building on the themes presented in Chapter 2 about the ambiguity of
accountability in charter school reform, this chapter argues that charter schools
and their complicated new relationships with their school districts offer dis-
trict administrators a new opportunity to evaluate their current governance
structures. Indeed, the data presented in this chapter suggest that if school
district officials would take charter school reform seriously and investigate why
charter schools either embrace or reject their host districts, they could gain
valuable insight into how their district policies and practices affect individual
schools. Such an analysis is especially timely in an era of state-imposed stan-
dards and assessment, when districts are seemingly caught in the middle be-
tween these state accountability mandates and school-level demands for more
autonomy from district control. In other words, this chapter helps district
officials understand which aspects of the autonomy-for-accountability trade-
off are most valuable to charter schools. In what areas or domains of their
operations do charter schools want the most autonomy, and are these domains
in which districts could grant schools a bit more flexibility?

To begin answering these questions, I draw upon data from three char-
ter schools in the Mission Unified School District. Thus, this chapter enters
into the larger decentralization debate by eliciting from one district’s experi-
ence with charter reform, lessons that may be relevant to other districts. In
doing this, it is important for me to note that a school “district” is not neces-
sarily a unified entity since different people employed by a district can and do
hold different positions and opinions. Therefore, I use the term “district” to
refer to the agreed-upon policies of a school board as well as the perspectives
expressed by district “officials” or those employed as district staff.

In this chapter, I first present a framework for understanding the rela-
tionships between charter schools and school districts. I also explain my se-
lection of Mission Unified School District and the three charter schools within
that district as my area of focus. Next, I present the most important findings
from this district’s experience with three charter schools, using qualitative data
to look at when and why charter schools cast away or embrace the district.
Finally, I reflect on the implications of these lessons for districts seeking to
reshape their relationships with schools, for charter school policy generally,
and for researchers studying decentralizing reforms. In all, this chapter seeks
to push the policy debate over government’s role in local affairs beyond the
current stalemate that casts urban school districts solely as change-resistant
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bureaucracies and toward a conversation about new, more productive rela-
tionships between school districts and schools.

FRAMEWORK FOR ANALYZING CHARTER
SCHOOL–DISTRICT RELATIONSHIPS

As I mentioned above, this country has long debated the appropriate role
of government in public schooling, and much of this debate has focused on
whether control of schools should be centralized or decentralized. The his-
torical argument suggests that in the early decades of the 1900s, administra-
tive progressives succeeded in placing more control over what had been a very
decentralized, locally controlled public educational system in the hands of
centralized school district administrators (Callahan, 1962; Tyack, 1974). By
the 1960s, the federal government began to play a much more influential role
in education through legislation such as the 1964 Civil Rights Act and the
Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965 and court rulings on de-
segregation and bilingual education. Thus, control over public education was
centralized to an even greater degree (Tyack, 1974). And in the 1980s, we
saw state governments playing a larger role than ever before in education
(Mazzoni, 1995). But in recent years, political parties and theories that sup-
port divesting control from school districts—as well as the state and federal
governments—and placing it in the hands of local educators, communities,
or parents, have gained popularity and appeal (Chubb & Moe, 1990; Finn,
Bierlein, & Manno, 1996; Nathan, 1994).

Some historians and researchers, however, have questioned the notion
that either centralization or decentralization represents the “one best system”
(Tyack, 1974). In Richard F. Elmore’s (1993) words:

If the historical debate tells us anything, it is that the central policy
question should not be whether to centralize or decentralize authority,
but rather what should be loosely controlled from any given level of
government and what should be tightly controlled. In the practical
world of political and administrative decisions, no absolute values
attach to centralization or decentralization; there are only relative
values, gained from balancing the interests of constituencies at various
levels of aggregation around the central task—teaching and learning.
(p. 51)

Elmore suggests, therefore, that research must frame decentralization not
as “good or bad” but rather as a question of how decentralization works, in
what circumstances, and why. Understanding decentralizing reforms, Elmore’s
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analysis suggests, requires that the very concept of decentralization be disag-
gregated and not discussed as one single set of experiences for all schools and
all children.

While Elmore seems to be speaking to the importance of disaggregating
decentralization according to its source—whether it is a result of federal to
state or state to district decentralization—this chapter looks at decentraliza-
tion from districts to schools. For this reason, it calls for yet another layer of
analysis, another set of tools for understanding how decentralization plays out
in schools and school districts. Research on school-based management—one
strand in the continuum of decentralizing reforms—presents us with an ap-
propriate analytic tool. In a comprehensive review of literature on school-based
management (SBM), Murphy and Beck (1995) discuss the fact that SBM af-
fects different school-site “domains,” that is, the “areas or functions that
schools control” (p. 47). The authors conclude that SBM reforms tend to affect
five school-site domains—goals, budgets, personnel, curriculum, and organi-
zational structure. Thus, they argue that any analysis of decentralization should
attend to the varying effects it has on these different domains. This chapter
considers charter schools’ experiences in terms of four of the five domains laid
out by Murphy and Beck: school-site organizational structure (which the data
in this chapter suggest is primarily an issue of governance structures), person-
nel, budgets, and curriculum. In the process of discussing these four domains,
this chapter also illustrates the fifth domain articulated by Murphy and Beck,
namely, the schools’ goals.

There is yet another element, I would argue, to a framework that ad-
equately conceptualizes the relationship between government and schools. If
the merging of Elmore’s and Murphy and Beck’s analyses of decentralization
suggests that it is critical to understand decentralization in terms of what is
decentralized from which level of government, Joel F. Handler’s (1996) work
emphasizes the importance of considering who benefits from changes in the
control of schools. Handler describes the issue this way:

Deregulation and privatization is often justified as representing the removal of
burdensome and oppressive state control, but for subordinate groups, it might
only mean re-regulation under another master. However, this conclusion is not
foreordained. Decentralization involves shifts in power relations. Is there now
more space for subordinated individuals and groups? (p. 6)

In other words, Handler notes that decentralization can have varying
effects as a function of local power relations. While it may bring greater au-
thority to families and communities traditionally excluded from educational
decision making, it also could subject such groups and communities to sub-
ordination to other community power structures or factions. What is critical
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in any attempt to understand decentralization, Handler suggests, is empirical
investigation of who gains authority over what issues in particular contexts.
Only through such analysis can we begin to understand the complexity of the
relationship between decentralizing reforms and power relations.

Taken together, Elmore’s, Murphy and Beck’s, and Handler’s perspec-
tives suggest the need for a conceptual framework that acknowledges that
decentralization is a complex reform strategy with different effects on differ-
ent levels of government, different domains, and different constituents. This
chapter uses such a framework, considering how charter schools and district
officials in Mission Unified School District experience decentralization across
different school-site domains, noting when and why charter schools reject dis-
trict control or seek district assistance, and recognizing who seeks or rejects
district control or assistance. First, I will explain why the Mission Unified
School District is a good site for my analysis.

SELECTION OF THE DISTRICT AND CHARTER SCHOOLS

This chapter draws largely from qualitative, case study data collected for
the UCLA Charter School Study described in Chapter 1 of this book. Follow-
ing the methodologies of the UCLA study, the data for this chapter were col-
lected from Mission Unified School District, one of the five large urban school
districts in the study, and three of Mission Unified’s charter schools. According
to the process of “purposive sampling” (Merriam, 1988), I chose to focus on
Mission Unified because it, for the following reasons, provides a unique oppor-
tunity to understand the relationship between school districts and schools. First,
the urban Mission Unified is one of the state’s largest school districts. Since much
of the criticism of bureaucracy and government focuses on large and urban dis-
tricts, it seemed critical to use data from just such a district.

Second, Mission Unified was in the middle of a continuum of varied school
district responses to charter school reform (see UCLA Charter School Study,
1998). On one end of the continuum, some districts obstructed schools’ at-
tempts to convert to charter status or groups’ attempts to develop new char-
ter schools. On the other end of the continuum, some school districts not only
supported charter schools but also helped to start them. Mission Unified had
approved 10 charter schools by 1998, which was the per-district limit at that
time. In this way, Mission Unified seemed to take a supportive position to-
ward charter school reform. At the same time, some charter supporters criti-
cized Mission Unified for exercising too much control over its charter schools.
Thus, Mission Unified provided an opportunity to study a district positioned
in the middle—neither wholly embracing nor entirely rejecting charter school
reform.
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Third and finally, Mission Unified began approving charters immediately
after enactment of the state charter law in 1993. Thus, some charter schools
in the district had been operating for several years at the time this study’s data
were collected. Therefore, the charter schools and the district had consider-
able experience in defining their relationship.

Given that Mission Unified provided a good setting in which to explore
issues of decentralization, I focused on three charter schools within this dis-
trict in examining the district–charter school relationships there. These three
schools—Franklin Charter Academy, Foundation Elementary Charter School,
and Jefferson Charter School1—were purposively selected to provide insight
across a few categories. First, Franklin and Jefferson are “conversion” charter
schools, meaning public schools that “converted” to charter status. Founda-
tion is a “start-up” school in the sense that it was a new school started as a
charter school. Start-up schools tend to be more autonomous from their school
districts, while conversion schools—having a history with their districts—tend
to maintain tighter ties to district procedures and policies (SRI International,
1997). Furthermore, as I explain in more detail later, both Jefferson and Foun-
dation were supported by non-profit organizations that—to varying degrees—
negotiated with Mission Unified officials on behalf of these schools. In the
case of Jefferson, a long-standing advocacy organization partnered with the
school when it became a charter school. I refer to this organization as Jefferson’s
“partnering organization.” Foundation, on the other hand, was created by a
non-profit educational management organization (EMO), which I refer to as
the “EMO sponsoring organization.” In this way, these schools provide in-
sight into the range of school experiences and relationships with district rules
and regulations.

Second, the three schools had been engaged in charter reform for vary-
ing lengths of time and with varying results. Franklin Charter Academy, a fairly
large middle school serving 1,200 students in grades 7–9, received approval
for its charter in the fall of 1995. Foundation, a K–3 elementary school with
only 160 students enrolled, gained its charter and opened in the fall of 1997.
Meanwhile, Jefferson, also an elementary school and serving several hundred
students in grades K–5, actually had its charter revoked in 1996 about one
year after it had been approved. Thus, the three charter schools provide slightly
different time frames for their experiences with charter school reform. These
longitudinal differences proved to be important in terms of each school’s re-
lationship with its district.

Third, in terms of their locations within the school district and their en-
rollments, both Franklin and Foundation are located in poor sections of the
district, while Jefferson is located in a lower-middle-income neighborhood.
Still, all three schools serve predominantly students of color—mostly Latino
and/or African American students. Thus, as public attention increasingly fo-



60 Where Charter School Policy Fails

cuses on the low achievement of poor students and students of color, the study
of these three schools offers empirical evidence concerning the relationship
between school districts and schools serving these students.

CHARTER REFORM IN MISSION UNIFIED SCHOOL DISTRICT

In part because of the distinctions among the schools, each of the three
charter schools (or once-charter schools) discussed here had different experi-
ences in the school-site domains affected by decentralization—namely, gov-
ernance, personnel, budgets, curriculum, and goals. And yet, despite the varied
experiences of these three charter schools, we learned that each school struggled
to define or redefine its relationship with the school district in ways that were
most supportive of its mission. In this way, the story of these three schools
speaks to broader issues about what to decentralize and when.

School-Site Governance Structures: “Exchanging Dictators”

Under the California charter school legislation, each of the charter schools
in this district operated under a somewhat new, more localized governance
structure. Yet, as Table 3.1 demonstrates, the freedom to create new gover-
nance structures led to the creation of different governing bodies—usually
called “governing boards” or “governance councils”—at the different charter
schools. Thus, who had voice and input into the policies and procedures of
the school varied across these sites. And while all three schools had parent rep-
resentatives on their governing boards, one of them—Foundation—had no
educators from the school who were voting members of the board. This lack
of educator representation on the board resulted from the way in which this
particular school was founded. Indeed, employees of the non-profit EMO that
sponsored the school actually wrote the charter and designed the school. The
educators were hired after the fact to implement the vision of these founders.
The lack of educator voice in the governing process, therefore, was part of the
school’s original design.

Jefferson and Franklin, on the other hand, were conversion charter schools,
which meant that at least some of the educators at each of these schools had
supported and worked on the charter application and had ensured that edu-
cators were represented on the governing boards.

Despite these different governing board configurations, data from all three
of these schools suggest that while charter school founders and operators value
greater governing autonomy in theory, in practice this autonomy frequently
is limited by local power struggles. For example, at both Jefferson and Franklin
considerable school-site conflicts emerged as a result of new governance struc-
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tures. At Jefferson, this new governance structure involved the school’s part-
nership with the local non-profit organization. In other words, when Jefferson
converted from a regular public school into a charter school, members of its
partnering organization suddenly had input into the policies of the school.
According to the educators we interviewed, the partnering organization’s
agenda began to conflict with the school’s agenda. The educators said they
thought the partners were taking advantage of the school for their own politi-
cal purposes. For instance, Jefferson educators accused members of the or-
ganization of using the school’s fund-raising activities as a way to pay for some
of the organization’s staff by writing these staff members into grant proposals
whether they could contribute to a particular program or not.

Furthermore, accusations of false promises and impropriety in the han-
dling of the school’s funds by the partnering organization, and mistrust be-
tween the staff of the school and that of the partnering organization turned
into an unworkable situation. Finally, the educators at Jefferson pleaded with
the school district to revoke their charter. One Jefferson teacher reported: “I
often felt that it was like going from one dictatorship to another.” By this she

Table 3.1. Governing Board Members 

Jefferson Franklin Foundation

Conversion charter 

school—no longer a 

charter school 

Conversion charter 

school

Start-up charter school 

Representatives 

from the 

partnering

organization

Teachers 

Administrators 
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meant that the school went from the district’s “dictatorship” to the “dicta-
torship” of its partnering organization. As Jefferson’s principal explained it:

We thought [charter school status] was going to be a wonderful thing,
and it could have been a wonderful thing, by the way, and still could
be a wonderful thing. OK, we just got with the wrong partner, and
I’m sure you’ve heard this from everybody. . . . It’s like a bad marriage,
you know, “marriage is a good institution,” you know, if you have a
lousy partner get out and live on and find somebody else.

Thus, while educators at Jefferson had believed that charter reform could
provide valuable autonomy over school-level decision making, the relation-
ship between the charter school and its partnering organization granted the
educators little more autonomy—and considerably more conflict—than they
had experienced under the school district’s watch. Interestingly enough, these
educators turned to their former “dictator”—the school district—to attain
autonomy from what they saw as a more oppressive governing relationship.

At Franklin, where there was no partnering organization, staff also reported
high levels of conflict. As a result of the school’s engagement with charter re-
form, factions developed among staff, with some teachers supporting the char-
ter idea and others opposing it. Because the creation of Franklin’s new charter
school governance structure coincided with a highly divisive teachers’ strike in
the district, the pro- and anti-strike factions of the faculty took opposing sides
on almost every decision the school’s governing body attempted to make. Said
Franklin’s principal, “So we are a charter and supposedly we have more flexibil-
ity but yet we are not able to do it.” School-level conflicts, he reported, thwarted
the school’s ability to use the autonomy provided by charter reform.

Parents of students enrolled in Franklin also expressed frustration with
the school’s new governing structure, arguing that they had not gained greater
voice in the decision-making process as a result of the school’s conversion to
a charter school. Commenting on the conversion of Franklin to charter sta-
tus, a Spanish-speaking parent explained that she had been a volunteer at
Franklin for more than 2 years. She said she did not see the conversion to charter
status as beneficial for the parents because their views were not being taken
into account in the running of the school. She said:

I mean the [charter school] program itself has not harmed us because
it was to give us advantages to make our own decisions, but it has
harmed us because of the people running it. They may think that
because the school is autonomous then we can do what we wish,
without even taking us [the parents] into account. In that way we have
been harmed a lot.
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This mother reported that she and other parents had considered inviting a
district representative to parent meetings, in an attempt to get the school’s
governing board to hear their input. She expressed her belief that school-site
autonomy exacerbated conflicts between certain school staff and Spanish-speak-
ing parents like herself.

At the EMO-created Foundation Elementary Charter School, which was
almost 2 years behind the other two schools in implementing charter school
reform, few such dramatic conflicts emerged. Still, there were indications of
potential tensions between the teachers and the new governing board, which,
as I noted, had no teacher representatives. For example, teachers expressed frus-
tration with a decision made by the governing board without staff consent.
Basically, the board had purchased a set of instructional materials over the sum-
mer when few of the teachers were present. According to the teachers, they had
agreed only that the materials would be used for the early grades but the board
opted to purchase the materials for all grades in the school. Moreover, some
teachers said they were uncertain about “who runs” the charter school and ex-
pressed frustration that they were not represented on the board. One Foundation
teacher noted that she had valuable expertise in budgeting, legal requirements
of schools, and the flexibility afforded schools through charter status, but that
the board did not draw upon her knowledge. Teachers said that they approached
the board to ask if they could have a representative on the board, but they were
told it would be a conflict of interest. Thus, while few outright conflicts had
emerged at Foundation at the time of data collection, when the school had only
been in operation for about a year, the data indicate the potential for conflicts
to emerge around teachers’ authority within the school.

The experiences of these three charter schools point to the tensions that
can arise in situations where schools gain autonomy over their governing struc-
tures. This is not to say that tensions may not have existed in these schools
before they became charter schools, but the adoption of new, more decen-
tralized governance structures under charter school reform seems to have
brought power struggles to the forefront in two of these three schools. In the
third school, such struggles appeared to be hiding just beneath the surface. In
other words, the data suggest that schools that break away from their host
districts and establish local governing boards may still be faced with conflict
over decision making, conflict that threatens the schools’ ability to make use
of their governing autonomy. In fact, Jefferson’s administrators and teachers
ultimately asked that the school’s charter be revoked, believing a return to
district control preferable to battling with an external partner. These findings
suggest that decentralizing school reforms such as charter school reform do
not necessarily lessen tensions and conflict within the educational system;
rather, they just allow for new tensions to emerge in different places and among
different actors.
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I return to these data on governance issues when I consider the impli-
cations of these schools’ experiences for school districts. First, I discuss the
data on schools’ experiences with the other domains, starting with person-
nel issues.

Personnel

Autonomy over hiring was the most frequently cited advantage of char-
ter status for the educators and operators of these three Mission Unified char-
ter schools. This was also the case for many of the other schools in the UCLA
Charter School Study (1998) and other charter school research as well. Yet,
at the same time, these schools teach us that such autonomy also can lead to
some potentially problematic issues for employees.

First of all, it is important to note that the three Mission Unified charter
schools used hiring autonomy to varying degrees and for varying purposes.
For example, two of the schools tended to use their autonomy to hire non-
teaching staff, such as guidance counselors, school secretaries and office man-
agers, grounds keepers, and parent coordinators. In these instances, freedom
to hire staff seemed in part to be an issue of cost. Franklin’s principal told us:

For example, . . . this school has several charter employees who don’t
have to meet any kind of criteria for the district or from unions in
terms of classified staff. I will give an example. I have a ground super-
visor [who] works 8 hours, and he is here as a security person. And I
would have to pay probably twice as much to get someone like that if I
[were] following the rules of the district.

Thus, autonomy over personnel allowed this charter school to hire non-
unionized, less costly employees for non-teaching positions. This was also true
in many other charter schools in our larger study.

Furthermore, before the 1998 amendments to the California law, char-
ter schools were free to hire uncertified or less expensive teachers. But inter-
estingly enough, none of these charters used hiring autonomy for this purpose.
Franklin, in fact, wrote into its charter that it would maintain district and union
hiring procedures and levels of compensation for classroom teachers. Jefferson’s
staff, likewise, used its charter status to hire new teachers but did so with a
commitment to protect whatever rights and compensation teachers had won
through their bargaining unit. As one of Jefferson’s teachers explained:

[In the district you’re] bogged down with all this bureaucracy and red
tape which keeps you from moving, and so I loved things that with
charter you can do. For instance, staffing. . . . It makes it much more
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possible for you to get people to work in your schools [who] really
want to be there and people [who] you want to be in there because
you know that they have what the students need. . . . [With the
district] you are more bogged down with the union. . . . And this is by
no means to say that we didn’t want teachers’ rights honored because
. . . I do believe that teachers have rights. . . . They have rights and I
was never one for violating their rights but sometimes . . . the restric-
tions that are put upon you by a union are not necessarily anything to
do with student learning, and that is the bottom line.

Thus, the educators in these two charter schools valued flexibility to hire
personnel without abiding by district regulations and union seniority rules,
but they continued to hire certified teachers and abide by the union’s collec-
tive bargaining agreement for compensation and working environments for
teachers. In fact, the UCLA Charter School Study (1998) found that in many
charter schools in California educators saw hiring certified teachers as a real
plus in selling their program to parents.

On the other hand, at the start-up Foundation Elementary Charter School,
where governing board members conducted much of the interviewing and
hiring, only one out of the seven teachers the school initially hired was certi-
fied. Still, despite the school’s decision to hire non-certified teachers, Foun-
dation did opt to pay its teachers according to the district’s pay scale.

Meanwhile, although charter school officials said they saw the greater
freedom to hire as critical to their ability to build strong schools, staff at two
of the three schools reported problematic power issues around the hiring/fir-
ing processes in charter schools. For example, at Franklin, some teachers re-
ported that they signed the charter petition, despite their own reservations,
only due to fear that the principal would fire them after the school became a
charter if they did not sign. One teacher explained: “[The teachers] were afraid
that our previous administrator was going to get rid of those people who did
not philosophically believe like he did, and they wanted to make sure that all
of the safeguards that are in our contract are here.” Ultimately the teachers in
this school succeeded in incorporating their bargaining rights into the school’s
charter. Nonetheless, their experience suggests that autonomy over school-
site hiring can have a chilling effect on teachers who fear being fired for rea-
sons that may not pertain to performance, which is why unions and bargaining
agreements exist in the first place.

A somewhat different issue emerged at Foundation. At this school, the
teachers thought—but were not sure—that they were covered by the district’s
collective bargaining agreement. Members of the school’s governing board,
on the other hand, told us that, definitively, the teachers were not covered by
the agreement, but rather were under contract solely with the charter school’s
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governing board. The fact that Foundation’s teachers thought they were
members of the union when in fact they were not suggests that there is—at
the very least—the potential for misunderstandings resulting from the hiring
autonomy schools enjoy via charter school reform.

Thus, while charter school officials in these three schools said they val-
ued hiring autonomy, such autonomy also generated problematic power rela-
tions for teachers and staff within charter schools. I consider the implications
of these findings for school districts in a later section, first turning to the data
on school-site budgeting.

School Budgetary Discretion

The charter school officials interviewed at Franklin, Foundation, and
Jefferson all expressed a desire for greater budgetary control as one of their
main reasons for engaging in this reform. When asked why she pushed for her
school to convert to charter status, one Franklin teacher said: “Money. Being
able to spend money without having to go through all of the loops and twists
and all that kind of thing.”

One of the most frequently mentioned reasons charter officials wanted
greater discretion over their budgets was to allow them to purchase needed
supplies and materials more quickly and efficiently. The need for more au-
tonomy in this area seemed especially important to these charter school op-
erators because relative to other areas of the district they were all serving
poor neighborhoods and poor students—communities that often receive the
least from their districts in terms of services. As a Franklin administrator
explained:

What happens in schools like an inner-city barrio school like this one,
you know, you have heard or you may have observed that sometimes as
far as the look of the school, some folks may feel that it is ignored. . . .
Well, the [district’s first charter school] secured its own landscape
company and so that was a major departure. And so what happened
was that the district had to give us our allocation for landscaping, and
we contracted [with] a private landscape company that keeps these
grounds in tremendous shape, and they work for us.

In other words, Franklin’s administrators felt “ignored” by the district’s
facilities and maintenance department and sought charter reform as a means
to address their own facilities issues.

Foundation, which also served low- to middle-income students of color,
was housed, at the time of our visits, in a newly renovated site on the grounds
of a religious institution. Both the religious institution and the charter school’s
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EMO sponsor contributed hundreds of thousands of dollars to renovate the
school’s facility. At Jefferson, officials cited promises of new facilities, such as
a roving health van and other services, as some of their reasons for partnering
with a local non-profit organization and pushing for charter status.

In fact, all three of these charter schools used budgetary discretion to
clean up their grounds, to renovate classrooms, to build playing fields, or to
undertake other facilities and maintenance projects that they thought would
make their schools a better environment for students, families, and school
neighbors. In other words, educators and officials in these schools sought
budgetary autonomy to buy services they thought the district did not ade-
quately provide. In this way, the budgetary discretion that charter school
reform offered these schools appeared to be one of the most important as-
pects of going charter. Although, as I explain next, the freedom to choose
curriculum was also important to the educators in these charter schools.

Choosing the Curriculum

In fact, some of the most salient autonomy issues for the educators and
operators of these three charter schools were those related to school-site cur-
riculum. This section addresses four practices related to such curricular au-
tonomy, including autonomy over instructional materials and strategies,
professional development, school calendar, and discipline policies.

Instructional Materials and Strategies. According to educators in these
three charter schools, autonomy over instructional materials and strategies
was one of the central reasons they engaged in charter school reform. In none
of these schools, though, did educators throw out all of the district-chosen
materials and strategies. Rather, they seemed to pick and choose, in some
instances retaining district materials and programs, in other instances replac-
ing them, and in many cases supplementing them with additional materials.

For example, Jefferson stuck with district’s math and science program
but implemented a new reading program with a heavy phonics component.
Foundation supplemented the district’s curriculum with materials from
E. D. Hirsch’s Core Knowledge program. Franklin, a school that served pre-
dominantly Spanish-speaking students, maintained much of the district’s pro-
grams but sought to bolster its bilingual program.

What is most interesting about these charter schools’ experiences with
instructional autonomy, however, is that each established and sometimes
maintained relationships with entities other than the central district to develop
its instructional program. Foundation and Jefferson each had partnering or
sponsoring organizations to which they turned for instructional assistance.
Franklin worked on its curricular issues with a district official and a subgroup
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or cluster of schools within the district connected via student feeder patterns.
As Franklin’s principal explained:

Because of the students that we share in this area, we . . . represent all
racial ethnic backgrounds but there is a significant number of His-
panic, Spanish-speaking students. We started meeting together and
being united as cluster principals about 2 years ago under the direction
and leadership of our assistant superintendent. So we have a bond and
we have a cluster vision and a covenant . . . [by which] we have chosen
to lead our lives by and it is very close-knit. . . . We are not separate
from them.

The data suggest, then, that while these schools embraced autonomy over
instructional materials and strategies, each school also built new relationships
to sustain and develop its instructional programs.

Professional Development. Regarding professional development, the char-
ter school educators reported that they still participated in some of the district’s
professional-development workshops and that they found some of these work-
shops quite helpful. But they also noted that district-provided, professional-
development programs were helpful only when they dovetailed with the
particular needs of the charter schools’ staff at the time. Reflecting on the
district’s staff-development programs and how they affected his school be-
fore it became a charter, a Jefferson school official said:

Well, sometimes there are some decisions from the top down that may
not be as helpful in what we want to do. For example, they might have
a decision on staff development. . . . Here at Jefferson we may be on
the page where our staff development needs to be reading or we have
got a new math adoption, and we want to really get to that. So we
would have had to [use] our staff-development day [as] dictated by the
district rather than what we really needed.

In other words, the district’s schedule for professional development did
not always meet school needs and, for that reason, actually drained the school
of time better spent elsewhere. As charter schools, these three schools were
able to pick and choose when they would participate and when they would
devise their own staff-development programs.

Thus, while these three charter schools wanted to benefit from some of
the workshops and programs that the district ran, they wanted to do it in ways
that met their particular needs. Describing his continued but altered relation-
ship with district professional-development programs, Franklin’s principal
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explained: “When . . . our district wants to do a training, for example, of a
new math adoption, well, we choose to do it within our cluster and we choose
to do it in a particular way where it is coordinated with our school sites [in the
cluster].” Thus, charter schools in this district saw a need for continued pro-
fessional development and support but they also wanted to re-form district
services to better align with school-level needs. This finding implies that charter
schools with full budgetary autonomy might well choose to buy some of the
professional-development services of the district. But in buying those services,
they would select the district products that best filled their needs.

Calendars. The discussion of professional development points to another
curriculum-related issue raised by charter reform. All three of the charter
schools studied in Mission Unified sought to vary their school calendars,
making them distinct from the regular district calendar.

At Jefferson and Franklin, the weekly calendars were changed to allow
time for weekly staff meetings and training seminars. Moreover, Jefferson had
implemented a year-round calendar, hoping to improve student achievement
by reducing the length of school breaks, in a district that no longer used year-
round calendars. And during our study Franklin was in the midst of discuss-
ing a new school calendar that would have been better aligned with the vacation
and travel schedules of its many immigrant students. Likewise, Foundation
set a longer school day and was considering adopting a longer school year as
well, with the goal of increasing students’ time spent in instruction and ac-
commodating working parents’ schedules. All three of these schools, then,
opted out of the district’s more traditional school calendar—to different ex-
tents and for different reasons. While this is not unique to charter schools, the
respondents at these three schools said that they could make such changes more
easily as charter schools.

Discipline. There is a fourth issue related to a school’s curriculum over
which charter schools in this district sought greater autonomy, namely, stu-
dent discipline. I have placed the issue of discipline within the domain of cur-
riculum because in all three of these schools most staff and parents expressed
their belief that students placed in undisciplined classrooms were distracted
from any focus on learning. For many parents, this was a main reason for choos-
ing charter schools.

In all three of the charter schools, discipline was addressed in part through
the adoption of school uniform policies designed to lessen any disruption or
competition associated with the way in which students dressed. In addition,
Jefferson hired a new guidance counselor—a man, who was respected in the
neighborhood made calls to students’ homes. The Jefferson staff also reno-
vated a room to serve as a kind of “time out” room where teachers could send
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disruptive students to talk to the counselor, do homework, and stay out of the
way of students who were still engaged in the day’s lesson. Foundation, in
contrast, saw its small size as critical to maintaining discipline. In addition,
the staff had adopted a “three-strikes” policy, by which students would be
expelled from the school after three serious offenses.

Thus, all three schools used charter reform and independence from dis-
trict rules to institute policies—whether uniforms, guidance counselors, or
strong sanctions—to address issues of student discipline.

LESSONS FOR SCHOOL DISTRICTS

Having laid out the data on governance, budgets, personnel, and cur-
riculum, I now outline the lessons school districts might take from the char-
ter school experience in Mission Unified. While clearly the data from this school
district are in many ways specific to the particular district-to-school relation-
ships, local history, and specific policies within Mission Unified, it is also true
that Mission’s experience with charter reform raises a host of issues that con-
front other urban school districts.

Managing Self-Governing Schools

For districts seeking to learn from charter school reform, the data from
these schools’ experiences with decentralized governance structures present a
complicated picture. On the one hand, these charter schools valued the idea
of having autonomy over governance structures. On the other hand, the data
suggest that these decentralized schools experienced high levels of conflict
under new governance structures, with staff and communities often battling
over who would steer the schools. While such battles may occur regularly in
the everyday life of schools, charter reform seems to have brought these battles
to the forefront of school staff’s experiences, perhaps because the autonomy
gained through charter reform raises the stakes of decisions made at the school
level.

The data suggest, then, that districts and schools engaged in decentraliz-
ing reforms would benefit from the establishment of systems to assist schools
with conflict mediation. In fact, this has become, to some degree, the role of
the particular school district discussed in this chapter. One district official
explained: “Our charter schools have this tendency to have problems, par-
ticularly internal people problems, and . . . probably . . . the most taxing and
time-consuming part of all of our charters has been around the people issue—
governance.” Working to find new administrators when serious school-site
conflicts emerge, providing human relations training, and functioning as a
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grievance board when schools wanted to “give back” their charter, Mission
Unified officials spent considerable time managing the school-site conflicts
that emerged in charter schools.

This situation presents a conundrum to districts. At the same time as dis-
tricts grant charter schools autonomy over governance structures, they are also
accountable to ensure that these school are educating students. Thus, district
officials sometimes need to step in—especially when invited—to make sure
that educators are not caught in the midst of conflicts that inhibit their ability
to serve students. The Mission Unified experience suggests that districts—
whether through their own offices or through providing some external re-
source—also must assist charter schools in managing such governance conflicts
as they emerge.

Balancing Hiring Flexibility with Protections
for Employee Rights

Again, charter school operators in Mission Unified and other districts
highly value autonomy over hiring and firing for teachers and classified staff.
At the same time, however, the data suggest that hiring autonomy can open
the door to problematic power relations within schools, with teachers and other
school staff worried about or unsure of their rights in the charter environment.

Districts, then, must confront the issue of how to balance the goals of
school-site authority over hiring and firing with need to protect the rights of
teachers and other school employees, including their right to know the status
under which they are hired. This is clearly a complicated issue that districts
and unions spend considerable time negotiating. The experience in Mission
Unified calls for some type of halfway meeting point, where charter schools
could hire any teachers they wanted—certified or uncertified, provided they
had bachelors degrees and passed a criminal screening process. Then, these
teachers could be required to work toward their state teaching certification
and tenure with the district. Once tenured, charter school teachers cannot be
“fired,” although district officials could work with charter schools to assist some
teachers in transferring to other schools if conflicts arose. Additional research
that explores “model” bargaining agreements for teachers’ unions would as-
sist in the quest for agreements that struck the right balance between hiring
and firing flexibility and employee protection in charter schools.

Budgets for Facilities Improvements

A related issue is the priority that these three charter schools, located in
relatively poor neighborhoods, place on maintenance and facilities. It would
be easy to extrapolate, based on these schools’ experiences, that districts should
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simply grant schools discretion over facilities and maintenance funds so that
schools can get quicker and better service than they experience with a district
system. But this line of reasoning runs straight into questions of district em-
ployment policies. With budgetary discretion in this area, schools can and do
hire non-unionized, “cheaper” individuals and companies to do their mainte-
nance and facilities. Although government regulation in this area may be bur-
densome for individual schools, it was created for the historical purpose of
providing negotiated wages and benefits for district employees.

As districts throughout the country grapple with the global issue of the
role of unions, they must, at a minimum, find the money and will to provide
schools in poor areas with better facilities-related services. In the absence of
better services, poor schools will be likely to seek alternative strategies, includ-
ing hiring responsive, non-unionized labor. Bonds passed in California in the
late 1990s will supply a portion of the necessary funds in that state, but infra-
structure maintenance and improvement is an issue that will continue to de-
mand funds and attention from the many entities with fiscal and governing
responsibility for schools.

Autonomy and Assistance for Curriculum Issues

Finally, districts can learn from the charter school experience with cur-
riculum issues. Just as the UCLA Charter School Study (1998) concluded that
charter schools rely heavily on external and alternative sources of support, so
do the experiences of charter schools in Mission Unified suggest that charter
schools seek assistance in the area of instructional materials and strategies and
professional development. Thus, it seems that the call for autonomy often is
coupled with requests for assistance. The data suggest that districts should
consider increasing both autonomy and assistance for local schools, especially
since these districts, as the charter-granting institutions, are ultimately respon-
sible for holding the charter schools accountable for student outcomes.

Regarding instructional materials and professional development, districts
should consider crafting policies and procedures that allow schools greater
flexibility to meet the curricular needs and demands of their particular school
communities. Districts might take it upon themselves (and some already have)
to adopt a “cafeteria” approach to curricular services and policies, an approach
that allows schools to select among an array of instructional materials and
professional-development opportunities. At the same time, districts must im-
prove the quality of the assistance provided to schools in the domain of cur-
riculum and allow schools to choose services that are tailored to the kinds of
assistance schools need at a given time. Thus districts might consider engag-
ing in a detailed analysis of school-level needs and rebuild district services
around the results of such analysis.
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With regard to calendars and discipline, districts also must strike the ap-
propriate balance between flexibility and oversight. With calendars, districts
should allow more flexibility for schools to meet students’ needs for variations
or extended programs, while at the same time continuing to monitor schools’
practices in this domain. With discipline, again there is a need for balance.
While districts need to support schools’ attempts to emphasize student disci-
pline, they clearly have a role to play in ensuring that students’ rights are hon-
ored. That is, districts need to ensure that students’ due process rights are
protected when charter schools expel students.

In all of these instances, the advent of charter reform does provide dis-
tricts with the information they need to begin to broaden the array of services
and strategies they provide to schools. The ongoing struggle for districts, then,
is to find a balance between the need for flexibility and the need for oversight
and assistance. Clearly, this arrangement would make life harder for district
staff, since they would be required to work with more instructional programs
in schools with different professional-development schedules, calendars, and
needs. But it seems that such a trade-off—a more complex managerial task
for the district but more appropriate services for schools—clearly would be
worthwhile.

IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICY, RESEARCH, AND THEORY

In this section, I move beyond the lessons for school districts to a broader
discussion of the implications of this district’s experience with charter schools
for charter reform policy writ large and research on decentralizing reforms
beyond charter reform.

Reinventing Districts with Charter School Reform

Stepping back from the question of how districts can learn from charter
schools, I consider whether charter reform itself offers districts a viable strategy
for reinventing themselves. The data do suggest that charter reform can play an
important short-term role in improving schools, illustrating the kinds of changes
schools can make as a result of charter reform—improvements in facilities, faster
purchasing, new school calendars, hiring staff to fill school needs. And since the
students who are enrolled in schools today will not benefit from long-term
changes in school practices, short-term solutions are important, particularly as
they point to the hopes and needs of staff and students in high-poverty schools.

But analyzing the issue from the district-level perspective reveals that
charter reform may not produce the kind of long-term solutions districts need
to change practices on a system-wide basis. For charter reform, as the data
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from Mission Unified suggest, brings with it the autonomy schools need but
does not guarantee that charter schools will receive the assistance that they
also need—for example, technical assistance, professional development, or
conflict mediation. If charter reform does not support school-level needs in
these areas, it certainly does not provide guidance or assistance to districts—
the charter-granting agencies that are responsible for these more autonomous
schools—as they struggle to upgrade and update their own operations. Dis-
tricts themselves need technical assistance, professional development for staff,
and advice on such issues as labor–management relations, curriculum devel-
opment, and improving infrastructure of facilities, technology, and the like.

Moreover, while charter reform may prod some districts to seize the
opportunity to learn about school-level needs and goals, it also may exacer-
bate what one district official called the “we–they” phenomenon. At times
charter advocates cast the district bureaucracy as “bad” and autonomous
schools as “good,” and as a result charter reform actually can make it more
difficult for districts to build the kinds of district–school relationships neces-
sary to achieve long-term goals. In some ways, charter reform seeks to “get
around” school districts rather than get them up to speed (see Chapter 2).

In summary, districts can and must use charter reform as an opportunity
to evaluate and change district practices and policies. But districts will have to
look beyond charter reform to find the support and strategies to make the
changes indicated by charter reform.

Reconceptualizing Research and Theory

Stepping back from the policy implications of these data to reflect on their
implications for research and theory, two issues emerge. First, the data sug-
gest that theories of and research on decentralization need to disaggregate
decentralization not only in terms of the levels of autonomy afforded in par-
ticular school-site domains but also in terms of the kinds of assistance schools
require and sometimes gain via particular decentralizing reforms. For as this
study’s data reveal, autonomous schools such as charter schools do seek assis-
tance at the same time as they embrace autonomy. Second, the data confirm
the importance of looking at decentralization not solely in terms of the do-
mains affected but also in terms of how decentralization interacts with school-
site power relations and issues of accountability. Again, it was only when this
study began to look at charter school reform in terms of who benefits from
autonomy and in what ways, that it became clear that this reform can result in
alienation among some constituencies, whether unionized classified employ-
ees or, as at Franklin, some Spanish-speaking parents. These findings also force
us to think about the autonomy-for-accountability trade-off in a slightly dif-
ferent light. For instance, when it comes to charter schools and other decen-
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tralization reforms, we might think about not just academic or fiscal account-
ability, but also accountability in terms of governance and who really has voice
within these more decentralized settings. In this way, these findings also raise
important equity concerns.

One is reminded of Elmore (1993)’s reflection: “Debates about central-
ization and decentralization in American education, then, are mainly debates
about who should have access to and influence over decisions, not about what
the content and practice of teaching and learning should be or how to change
those things” (p. 40, emphasis in original). Perhaps charter school reform rep-
resents a step beyond many other decentralizing reforms, in the sense that char-
ter schools’ experiences do tell a story about what kinds of changes the current
district-led system might undertake. At the same time, charter school reform
does not—in fact, refuses to—suggest how the system might make those changes.

NOTE

1. While Franklin and Foundation were both part of the larger UCLA Charter
School Study, Jefferson was dropped from the UCLA sample of schools because its
charter was revoked and, therefore, it was no longer a charter school. Still, several
interviews were conducted with the leaders of Jefferson, which allow me to include
it in this chapter.
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One way charter school legislation theoretically “sets schools free” from state
and district regulations to compete in the educational marketplace is by alter-
ing state funding structures to send public education funds—calculated on a
per-pupil basis—directly to the charter schools. Such a system bypasses much
of the state and/or local district bureaucracy and allows the money to follow
the student, forcing both competition and efficiency. It sounds fairly straight-
forward—a matter of simply multiplying the per-pupil funding level by the
number of students enrolled. What could be more simple?

Drawing on qualitative data—interviews, observations, and documents—
I examined the language of the charter law and its translation into the actual
funding experiences of schools in four of the 10 school districts from the larger
UCLA Charter School Study. I learned that the implementation of charter
school legislation in California, as it pertains to the public funding of these
more autonomous schools, is anything but straightforward or simple. In par-
ticular, this chapter focuses on the very salient finding that charter schools
receive varying amounts of public funding in large part because of the politi-
cal context of their school districts, including the attitude of board members
toward charter schools, and the savvy and knowledge—or lack thereof—of
charter school administrators (for additional findings, see Slayton, 1999).

Thus, the more well-connected—especially with school district officials—
and well-informed charter school administrators we studied used their knowl-
edge of the law and available resources, or their ability to apply political
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pressure, to ensure that their schools received all of the public funding to which
they were theoretically entitled. Furthermore, some of these well-connected
educators were able to draw additional revenue or benefits from their host
districts. Meanwhile, other less well-informed or less politically powerful charter
school administrators were unable to claim the same level of support from their
districts. This finding demonstrates that despite the rational language of the
California charter school law—and many similar laws across the country—its
meaning, as it relates to funding, is interpreted differently in different politi-
cal contexts. Depending on who leads the charter school and who is on the
school board, very different funding relationships and realities between char-
ter schools and their sponsoring districts exist. In this way, this chapter also
furthers the theme of the ambiguity of charter school–school district relation-
ships and accountability systems, as discussed in Chapters 2 and 3 of this book.

This finding has serious implications for school districts and charter schools
on the one hand, and for policy and lawmakers on the other. For instance, we
learned that this is not simply an issue of charter schools in different school
districts receiving different amounts of public support. We found that some-
times charter schools within the same school district can and do receive differ-
ent amounts of public support. Indeed, these findings raise concerns about
whether charter schools are being funded equitably in relation to each other
or in relation to other public schools. This first look suggests they are not.

Thus, the first section of this chapter provides a description of the fund-
ing guidelines of the California charter school law. In the next section, I present
data from four school districts and five charter schools in those districts from
the UCLA study, focusing particularly on their funding practices as they re-
late to the basic per-pupil funding and categorical programs. And in the final
section, I present conclusions, questions, and concerns raised by the data.

CHARTER SCHOOL FUNDING

The savvy and knowledge of charter school administrators in California
is of great importance in determining funding levels for their schools because
of the way the charter school law was written by the state legislature and then
interpreted by the California Department of Education. While this chapter
discusses this issue as it pertains to one state law, the complexity of charter
school funding formulas is not unique to California.

As part of the 1992 Charter School Act, the California legislature set forth
what appears at first glance to be a very straightforward method for funding
charter schools. The legislation states that a charter school is entitled to fund-
ing based on its regular average daily attendance multiplied by the per-pupil
amount of the sponsor district’s base revenue limit, which is the maximum
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amount of general state and local funding a district can receive. The base rev-
enue limit is different for districts serving students of different grade levels
because of the different expenses associated with educating students at differ-
ent points in the K–12 system. Thus, an elementary district generally will re-
ceive a lower base revenue limit, a high school district generally will receive
the highest base revenue limit, and a “unified” school district—comprising
elementary, middle, and high schools—generally will receive a base revenue
limit that falls in between.

Thus, according to the statutory language, it appears that a charter school
in a unified school district is entitled to the unified school district’s base rev-
enue limit regardless of whether it is an elementary, middle, or high school.
Yet, as the data below suggest, this interpretation of the legislation has not
been adopted universally. Moreover, the variation in the application of the
legislation across and within districts raises concerns about equitable funding
for charter schools, especially those serving poor and minority students. Al-
though amendments to the California law passed in 1998 changed the specif-
ics of how charter schools are funded beginning with the 1999–2000 school
year, much of the legal ambiguity discussed in this section remains, as do the
issues related to unevenness and inequity across charter schools.

In addition to a school district’s base revenue limit, charter schools are
eligible to receive funds from a list of state categorical programs for which
their students qualify. The legislation identifies the following categorical pro-
grams: California state lottery, state summer school, minimum standards fund-
ing, certain block grants, class-size-reduction funds, and charter school funding
from the California Department of Education or other sources. With regard
to special education funding, the legislation requires that a student entitled to
special education services receive the state and federal funds that would have
been provided for that student to receive those services at a non-charter school.
But the problem with these expensive categorical programs, such as special
education, is that funding provided by the state and federal governments for
these programs typically do not cover the entire costs of providing services,
especially in the area of special education. As a result, districts supplement
special education funding with general-purpose revenue. This supplement is
referred to as an “encroachment” on the general budget. Some argue that
charter schools, as every other public school, should pay their share of this
encroachment, but, as I note in this chapter, that is not always the case.

The legislation does not include other types of revenue that non-charter
schools receive from their districts. For instance, charter schools are not auto-
matically entitled to local bond, sales, or parcel tax moneys nor do they, as a
matter of course, receive school construction or capital funds, or a school fa-
cility. Nor does the legislation address whether charter schools are eligible for
other state programs, including some categorical programs, such as transpor-
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tation, mentor teacher, desegregation, and GATE (Gifted and Talented Edu-
cation). Charter schools can negotiate with their school district for any funds
not identified in the legislation (Premack, 1997).

In addition, the original California legislation did not address whether
and how much charter schools must pay their districts for providing oversight
or services to the schools. Indeed, the first law, which was in effect when we
completed our study, did not account for oversight costs or services that pre-
viously had been provided by the charter schools’ parent districts. These costs
and services include, but are not limited to, such things as budget oversight,
building maintenance, use of district facilities, insurance, staff development,
business office services, and legal services.

Meanwhile, as was noted in Chapter 2, districts continue to be respon-
sible for providing information to the state regarding all of their schools and
they are most likely liable for the actions of the charter schools in their dis-
tricts. Thus, from their perspective, they need to retain some form of over-
sight requirement. Additionally, as was noted in Chapter 3, in some instances
charter schools choose to retain district-provided services instead of seeking
outside providers. In other instances, districts require that charter schools re-
tain some services for a fee. This ambiguity leaves it up to the districts and their
charter schools to negotiate how much, if anything, the charter schools will pay
for the districts’ oversight or services. The 1998 amendments to the California
charter school law attempted to clarify this process by limiting the amount a
school district could charge a charter school for oversight to 1% of the charter
school’s revenue or 3% if the charter school had a rent-free facility. Still, some
ambiguity remains in terms of which district services are included in this limit.

Indeed, much of the uncertainty related to charter school funding stems
from the fact that, although the original legislation indicates that the Califor-
nia Department of Education will send charter schools their funds directly,
Department of Education officials, in 1993, opted not to fund charter schools
in this way. Thus, in most cases charter school funds, like non-charter school
funds, flow through their sponsor districts’ accounts and are then passed on
to the charter schools (Management Advisory 93-10, 1993). According to
Premack (1997), this decision was made because the original California char-
ter legislation lacked the necessary mechanisms to send funding directly from
the state coffers to the individual charter schools.

Thus, California Department of Education officials recognized that a
negotiation process would exist between the school district and the charter
school either at the time the charter was granted or at a later date. For in-
stance, a Management Advisory (93-10, 1993) issued by the department noted
that the charter school and the district also might “make binding agreements
to allow their parent districts to increase or reduce funding from their alloca-
tions.” Reductions might be agreed to in order “to pay for specified services
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from parent districts or in reflection of the fact that elementary schools within
unified districts typically spend lower amounts per pupil than do high schools”
(p. 2). Increased allocations may be made to reflect higher per-pupil expenses
for high schools within a unified school district.

As the data below demonstrate, this negotiation process has translated
into different levels of funding for charter schools within and across unified
school districts throughout the state. Moreover, it is in the negotiation pro-
cess that the savvy and know-how—or lack thereof—of the charter school
administrators play a significant role in determining the amount and type of
public funding each charter school will receive. For instance, this savvy and
know-how play a role in whether a charter school pays oversight and service
costs to its district, whether a district provides a facility for its charter school
or schools, and whether a charter school pays for any of the school district’s
additional special education costs.

FROM POLICY TO PRACTICE: UNEVEN AND INEQUITABLE
CHARTER SCHOOL FUNDING

We learned that sponsoring school districts entered into funding agree-
ments that were often very different across individual charter schools and dif-
ferent from those of other sponsoring districts. This section will present findings
based on data from the 1997–98 school year from four of the 10 school dis-
tricts covered by the larger UCLA Charter School Study and five charter schools
within these four districts. These four districts and five charter schools were
selected because they share certain basic commonalties that allow for both some
within-district and some cross-district funding comparisons. Four of the five
charter schools—one middle school, one high school, and two elementary
schools—are from the larger UCLA Charter School Study. The fifth school,
an elementary school, was selected because it provided an excellent opportu-
nity to compare two fiscally independent charter schools within the same district.

The most important similarities among the four school districts are that
they are all large, urban, unified school districts. They also all serve large popu-
lations of poor and minority students. Additionally, all five of the charter schools
examined were fiscally independent schools. Unlike fiscally dependent char-
ter schools, fiscally independent charter schools negotiate individual funding
agreements with their sponsoring districts. These agreements give the charter
schools complete control over their resources and lay out the terms of the
funding relationship between the sponsoring district and the charter school.
This similarity allowed me to compare the kinds of agreements each school
entered into with their sponsoring districts and the consequences of these
agreements for the charter schools.
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For each district, I will present an analysis of the data that are relevant to
understanding the overall funding relationship between the charter schools and
their sponsoring districts. I will address each district and its charter school or
schools individually, first providing background on the school/district context
by describing the school–district relationship and then the qualifications of the
charter school administrators responsible for their schools’ funding. Next, I will
present financial data for each of the districts and their charter school or schools.
The financial data presented vary from district to district and sometimes from
school to school within the same district. Furthermore, the varied application
of the charter school law—due to the different local political contexts of the
charter schools and the different levels of expertise and know-how of the char-
ter school leaders—created significant differences in the level of funding each
of these five charter schools received. I argue that such variation raises impor-
tant equity concerns regarding charter school funding.

Central Unified School District

During the 1997–98 school year, Central Unified School District (CUSD)
served a racially and ethnically diverse student population within a racially and
ethnically diverse city. CUSD had only one charter school operating. Unlike
the other schools discussed in this chapter, Wilson Elementary School was a
“conversion” charter school, which means it was already operating as a public
elementary school before converting to a charter school. The principal at
Wilson, Michael Dellinger, had a Ph.D. and had been a principal in the dis-
trict before coming to Wilson so he was already familiar with many of the dis-
trict policies and services. Dellinger led the effort at Wilson to convert the
elementary school to a charter school in 1993. In the early years of the school’s
existence as a charter school, Dellinger opted to keep Wilson fiscally tied to
the school district—or fiscally “dependent” on the district—which meant that
in terms of funding and accounting, the charter school’s relationship with the
district was not dramatically different than it had been prior to converting to
a charter school. According to Dellinger:

Originally we didn’t want to be in the business end. We wanted to
focus on the academic program . . . and we didn’t want to have to deal
with millions of dollars. I didn’t want to have to deal with millions of
dollars and I had no experience in dealing with a million-dollar
budget.

Meanwhile, Dellinger studied his school’s budget, working closely with
district personnel to learn the technical aspects of the budgeting process while
remaining fiscally connected to the district. After several years of operating
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the school in this way, Dellinger had a great deal of budgetary experience and
understanding and had created an incredibly detailed budget spreadsheet,
which he used to identify all of the school’s sources of revenue and all of its
expenditures. He felt ready to operate the school as a more fiscally indepen-
dent entity—separate from the district—in order to have the ability to make
decisions about how to spend the school’s entire budget instead of just a small
portion of it. So when the state proposed a “direct funding pilot” that would
allow a group of charter schools to receive their funding directly from the state,
and therefore become completely fiscally independent of their school districts,
Dellinger applied. In order to participate in the pilot, charter schools, their
districts, and their counties had to come to the table to negotiate all financial
issues regarding these schools. Although the direct funding pilot stalled over
liability concerns, Dellinger moved forward with the district to pursue finan-
cial independence anyway, and Wilson became a fiscally independent charter
school in 1996.

As I demonstrate below, Dellinger had the knowledge and information
necessary to ensure that his school received the greatest amount of resources
it could. And not only did Dellinger demonstrate his expertise when it came
to budgets, but he was also politically savvy in his dealings with the district.
Thus, despite some initial conflict between the school and both the district
and the local teachers union over the specifics of the school’s teachers’ con-
tract, Dellinger developed positive relationships with many key administra-
tors in the district. For example, he had a very close working relationship with
the district’s director of budget services, who characterized this relationship
as “wonderful.” In fact, Dellinger had developed this relationship up front, in
1993, when he and his staff first proposed the charter and set forth how the
school budget was laid out. The district’s director of budget services reviewed
this proposal “to be sure that there was no cost impact that was above and
beyond what any other school was getting.” The school was also fairly well
supported by the district’s school board. And, over time, Dellinger improved
the school’s relationship with the union.

The 1997–98 school year was the first year that Wilson had complete
control over its budget and received its money from the district without any
financial control still in the hands of the district. That year, the school received
the “base revenue limit” per-pupil amount plus lottery funds, California class-
size-reduction money, bilingual/EIA (Economic Impact Aid) education funds,
school-improvement-program money, federal Title I funds for poor students,
parent-involvement money, and instructional materials funds. In terms of the
base revenue limit money, Wilson was receiving about $3,569 per pupil for
the 1997–98 academic year. This was a “differentiated” revenue limit, which
meant it was the same base revenue limit as for other elementary schools in
the district but less than that for middle or high schools. As Dellinger stated,
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“The school does not receive any additional money . . . [beyond what] the
students in any other schools generate.” Although other elementary charter
schools in other school districts receive the “unified” or average revenue limit
for the entire district instead of the lower elementary rate, Dellinger stated
that it was “not worth the battle to say we should get the unified rate.” On
the other hand, Dellinger stated that he felt that the budget had the potential
to be continually flexible in terms of what the school worked out with the
district—that the school eventually might receive the unified rate.

With regard to funds beyond basic revenue and categorical funding, the
school had the following experience. While Wilson did not receive locally
collected tax revenue, Dellinger indicated that he believed the school eventu-
ally might receive money generated from developers’ fees and local bonds. The
school did pay an overhead administrative fee to the district for supervisory
oversight and services provided by the district. This fee was 5.78% of total
expenses. This fee paid for the district to continue to handle the school’s pay-
roll and other services such as accounting, purchasing, internal auditing,
completion of state-required reports, liability insurance, and the advice and
support of the Board of Education, superintendent, and district’s general coun-
sel. Because Wilson was a conversion school, the school did not have to seek
a facility. Instead, the school paid 2% of its expenditures for rent and billed
back to the district for things that were not repaired in a timely manner, such
as broken windows, leaking roof, and malfunctioning air conditioning. Thus,
while the school paid $57,000 for rent, one year it was able to bill back over
$52,000 of that to the district for maintenance.

Furthermore, unlike most charter schools, Wilson had a large special
education program that included 65 students with orthopedic disabilities from
other schools in Central Unified and from other school districts in the area.
Instead of sending the special education funds for these students to the char-
ter school, the district continued to cover the costs of providing services to
these students. The school did pay its share of the per-student special educa-
tion “encroachment,” or the difference between the actual cost of special
education and state and federal funds the district received to pay for these
services. This was more than $75,000 a year. (The school also paid its share of
the district transportation encroachment.) Dellinger stated that he was not
interested in receiving special education funding directly from the district
because it would be too expensive for the school to maintain its own indepen-
dent program, given the size of the special education population. He noted:

We could not operate this facility if we got all the special education
funding, [because] the old formula just doesn’t [provide enough
money]. Most of these kids do not . . . all of [them] do not live in this
attendance area. So it’s a district responsibility. If anything . . . we
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could charge the district actual cost. But it’s easier just to say, district,
you keep the current operation. We won’t change anything with
special ed [because] to operate this facility you have to look at the
whole general fund from the district [because] money generated from
other kids [is] supporting this. It’s a very . . . expensive operation.

In short, through his familiarity with the school’s budget, Dellinger was
sure that his school was receiving all of the money to which it was entitled.
He had developed an extremely comprehensive budget, knew his way around
it, and knew exactly to what he was entitled. The Central Unified budget di-
rector described the way she had worked with him on the budget: “Michael
will come in with his total package. His categorical funds, his state instruc-
tional allowance money, his general funds money, special ed money. He will
come in with the whole big picture at one time, and we will talk about it and
work with that.” Thus, Dellinger was able to ensure that his school received
resources from as many sources as it was allowed to under the law. Clearly, his
relationship with district budget officials and his knowledge of the law and
his budget gave him a huge advantage over many other charter school admin-
istrators when it came to fiscal issues.

Edgewood Unified School District

Edgewood Unified School District (EUSD) presented a very different con-
text for charter school reform. During the 1997–98 school year, while the general
population of the city of Edgewood was racially diverse, the student population
in EUSD was predominantly African American and Latino, and poor.

At the time of our study, Edgewood Unified had three charter schools,
all middle schools. All three were required by the district to operate as fiscally
independent institutions. In other words, the charter schools themselves had
virtually no say in what their financial relationship would be with the district.
Instead, the Board of Education and the district administration issued a set of
guidelines and requirements that charter school petitioners were to follow.

In this section, I focus specifically on Edgewood Unified’s Community
Charter School. The principal of Community Charter School during the 1997–
98 school year, Darla Henderson, was a bilingual teacher and then an elemen-
tary school principal in a nearby school district before becoming Community’s
principal. She did not have a great deal of experience in or knowledge about
school budgeting before coming to the charter school. She said that at her
previous school, business services and facilities constituted only 10–15 % of
her job, while at Community they were her central focus. Moreover, did she
not have outside sources to turn to in order to get information or ask ques-
tions, nor did she find the district administrators particularly helpful.
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Meanwhile, district personnel consistently characterized the district’s
relationship with its charter schools as supportive. The superintendent at that
time said, “We have a very positive relationship with all of our charters. In
fact, in some ways, they are a part of the family.” Yet, other evidence suggested
that the district had a more distant relationship with its charter schools. In
fact, when asked where the charter schools fit in her vision of the district’s
future, the superintendent said that charter schools were not directly part of
her overall vision for the district, although she was open to providing them
with whatever support they needed. The educators and parents at the charter
schools, however, said that the district was not very supportive at all. In fact,
Community’s principal said she did not think that charter schools were even
on the district’s radar screen.

The district’s guidelines for charter schools also seemed to indicate that
the board and central administration wanted very little to do with charter
schools. For instance, the guidelines required, as noted above, that all EUSD
charter schools be fiscally independent and become a non-profit corporation,
or a completely separate legal entity from the district. In addition, the guide-
lines required each school to locate its own site and be responsible for the
acquisition of all equipment, materials, and support services. There was no
obvious district support, financial or otherwise, to Community or the other
charter schools. Moreover, the funding relationship for Community, as with
the other two charter schools, was based on the initial set of 1993–94 nego-
tiations between the district and Community’s first principal. This basic funding
relationship, set forth in a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU), changed
very little before or during Henderson’s one-year tenure at the school.

Many of the educators at Community Charter School were fairly ambiva-
lent about the school’s relationship with the district. According to Henderson,
the school could probably get more services from the district than it did but
the educators chose not to, for several reasons. First of all, they were concerned
they could not afford to pay for them because, according to Henderson, “if
we start using too many of their services they’re going to want to revise the
MOU. . . . And like I say, we can’t afford to pay for some of the things that
they may want to offer us.” Moreover, there was resistance among many of
the teachers at the school, a “fear of being sucked back in” to the district. While
Henderson had been interested in taking “the best of what the district offers
and maintain[ing] our independence,” many of the teachers said that it was
not that easy to take what the district offered without succumbing to more
district control. This tension made it difficult for the charter school to nego-
tiate with the district.

In terms of what Community Charter School did receive from the dis-
trict, like the other two charter schools in Edgewood Unified, Community
received a “unified” base revenue limit, or the average per-pupil funding for
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the district. But it was difficult for our research team to determine exactly what
that base revenue limit for the district was because every source of informa-
tion from the district or the schools provided a different answer. For instance,
the MOU between the charter school and the district stated that the district’s
base revenue limit was $3,544 for the 1997–98 school year. Thus, this was
the amount that Community Charter School should have been receiving per
pupil. Yet, our efforts to confirm this figure with district officials proved fruit-
less, as different sources gave us different information about the amount of
money Community received.

The proposed school district budget for the 1997–98 school year did not
set forth the base revenue limit for the district. According to the assistant
superintendent for business services, the base revenue limit for 1997–98 in the
Edgewood district was expected to be approximately $3,200. A former govern-
ment relations person for the district stated that the schools in the district got
“somewhere around $3,700 per student. That is a base. Not including the add-
ons for categorical. I think it is closer to 36 or 37 [hundred] to be honest.”
Furthermore, the California Department of Education documents indicated that
the unified base revenue limit for Edgewood for 1997–98 was $3,651.26. Thus,
depending on the source, Community was either under- or overfunded for each
student compared with students in other schools in the district.

Meanwhile, Henderson was unable to provide any additional insight into
her school’s funding. She said she did not have a complete understanding of
what she was entitled to under the law, but she said she believed the district
was not giving her all of the funds to which she was entitled.

I tried to find out [the average base revenue limit per pupil]. At one
point I called the County Office of Education at the time when the
budget was not finalized in Sacramento, and they thought at the time
it was going to be about $4,000, so I was going, hey, where’s the rest
of this money. And I still feel that way, but I think they readjusted
their figure to be somewhere around $3,700–$3,800. It’s still a
significant chunk of change that we are missing, and a critical one. I
mean that, if we’re talking about, $32,000, $35,000 dollars, that
would make the whole difference.

She went on to describe the school’s budget as “pretty bare bones.” The
absence of available information contributed to Henderson’s belief that she
was entitled to additional funds. The combination of the lack of information
provided by the district and the lack of knowledge on the part of the charter
school administrator put her and her school at a disadvantage in relation to
other charter schools in this and other districts. With a complete understand-
ing of the district’s base revenue, Henderson could have been sure that she
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was receiving what she was entitled to based on the district guidelines. On the
other hand, in this particular case, given the district’s rigid relationship with
its charter schools, more knowledge most likely would not have helped her to
negotiate for a higher base revenue limit. Additionally, the absence of consis-
tent data across sources made it impossible to ensure that the basic funding
the school received was the funding to which it was entitled.

In addition to setting forth the specifics of the base revenue limit, the
MOU between Community Charter School and the district provided infor-
mation on exactly which categorical funds the school was entitled to receive.
These included mentor teachers, staff development, Title VI, and EIA (Eco-
nomic Impact Aid). Community also was to “receive funding from the Cali-
fornia state lottery” and from “new” or “one-time” funding sources, such as
class-size-reduction money, available to schools or school districts from the
state. Additionally, while not stated in the MOU, the school budget reflected
that the school received limited-English-proficient funds, school-improvement-
program funds, and state-compensatory-education money. According to
Henderson, the state-compensatory-education money was given to all the
charter schools by the district in lieu of federal Title I compensatory funds
because the “bureaucratic requirements” of the federal funds “would be
huge.” Meanwhile, the requirements for state funds were less laborious.
Henderson noted, “And that’s a very kind thing for them [district officials]
to do. I don’t know if they did it intentionally or what, but I’m really [grate-
ful] if that is the case.”

As discussed at the beginning of this chapter, there are several additional
components of a charter school budget—beyond basic and categorical fund-
ing—that can be negotiated. For instance, charter schools can negotiate to
receive local tax revenue and capital or school construction funds, which charter
schools are not entitled to under law but some districts still provide. One the
other hand, districts may negotiate to have charter schools pay administrative
oversight and services costs or the additional, non-reimbursed special educa-
tion costs—or “encroachment.”

Edgewood, like most other districts in California, does not provide lo-
cally collected tax revenue to its charter schools. The district also does not
provide any of its charter schools with facilities or money for facilities. The
founders of Community Charter School were forced to seek out a location
and rent both the property and the buildings in which the school operates.
Henderson explained: “And then, as I said, the facilities, having no access to
any of what they, any special funding [the district] may get from the state in
regards to facilities, that’s a problem. I mean bond measures that [the district]
get[s] and we haven’t been able to access.” In fact, for the 1997–98 school
year, the charter school spent over $60,000 on rent for a small parcel of land
in the midst of a dusty industrial park and some portable classrooms.
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Reflecting on Community’s fragile financial and physical health, Henderson
expressed frustration with her lack of expertise and the ambiguity of charter school
reform.

And, you know, it’s my belief that probably we would be entitled to
those things, but it’s a combination of us not knowing or having exper-
tise to find out what that stuff is, and then the fact that we are actually
fiscally independent of them, that means that we’re basically, we have to
rely on their good graces in terms of anything that they want to give us.

With regard to special education funding, Community Charter School did
not receive the money directly from the district. While the original charter pro-
posal for the school, submitted to the district in 1993, specified that Commu-
nity would receive special education money, the most recent budget for the school
showed no special education allocation. Similarly, the MOU for 1997–98 did
not state that the school would receive special education funds or services, al-
though during that school year the district did send a district-employed special
education teacher to the charter school on a part-time basis. But the school’s
budget did not identify any expense or income related to special education.

Regarding supervisory oversight and service costs, according to district
charter school guidelines, before the 1998 amendments to the California char-
ter school law, the district could charge the school up to 15% of the school’s
total expenses. Yet, it is not clear from district and school documents, bud-
gets, or interviews with district and school personnel whether the school paid
the district for supervisory oversight. The school did not pay the district for
insurance, and according to Henderson, Community spent a great deal on
private insurance. “We have to go to a carrier, we spend close to $10,000 a
year on [insurance]. So that’s a problem.”

The finding identified at the outset of this chapter was clear from the data
on Edgewood: The lack of savvy and knowledge of the charter school adminis-
trator was one of the primary reasons that the school received less support and
fewer resources than other schools examined in this chapter. It is clear that the
principal’s lack of political savvy and lack of information about school funding
and basic funds she was entitled to under law meant that the school was unable
to draw additional support and resources from the district. Furthermore, the
political context of this district and its approach to working with—or not work-
ing with— charter schools contributed to the community’s dilemma.

Madrona Unified School District

During the 1997–98 school year, both the general population and the
student population of Madrona Unified School District (MUSD) were ethni-



90 Where Charter School Policy Fails

cally, racially, and socioeconomically diverse. Because of the district’s large
size, there were pockets of extreme affluence and pockets of extreme poverty
within Madrona’s borders. At the time of our study, Madrona had 15 charter
schools operating. These schools ran the gamut in terms of their size, origins,
student demographics, and degree of autonomy from the district. Four of these
schools were fiscally independent, while the rest were fiscally dependent.

The district had only two start-up charter schools. One was Academic
Charter School, which, like most other start up charter schools, was fiscally
independent. Academic Charter School had two co-directors, Scott Kent and
Whitney Jefferson, both of whom came to this reform with some helpful ex-
pertise. For instance, both men had received their masters degrees in educa-
tion, and both had learned a great deal about school finance and school
budgets. They had taken advantage of various materials that were available
to them, including a “book on accounting procedures and account codes”
available from the state, and books from the County Office of Education “on
how to do the budget and accounting.” Kent said that the people at the County
Office of Education had provided helpful guidance as he and Jefferson set up
accounts and decided how to use different funds. He also said that he and
Jefferson could not have handled their budget initially without the help of the
County Office of Education and a business consulting firm they connected
with through a private donor.

Both of the school’s co-directors characterized the school’s relationship
with the MUSD as quite positive. Kent said:

I think for the most part it is positive. . . . I think there could be a little
bit more buy-in, in terms of what we’re trying to do among some
district staff. But I think, . . . over the time of our relationship it’s
grown a lot stronger. I think a lot of the early stuff was uncertainty of
whether we were capable of doing what we were setting out to do. But
I would say that our relationship with the district is stronger than it
ever was. That with our new site, even, they are seeing a greater
contribution that we can make toward their efforts.

Jefferson went even further when talking about the district’s relationship
with the school. He said that the Madrona school board required the founders
to raise $200,000 in private funds before it would approve the school’s char-
ter application. He said that the board members and district officials did not
believe that he and Kent could raise that amount of money. He said that this
perception was confirmed when he talked to the district’s charter school liai-
son. When the two founders did raise the money, Jefferson noted, “it really
engendered [the district’s] support afterwards, because they were like, ‘oh these
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guys really are good. They’re not just pie in the sky young folks who are just
talk. They are people who are committed to what they want to do and who
are actually doing it.’” In fact, he said that the district had been “very sup-
portive” of their efforts. He added, “It’s a breath of fresh air to the profession
to see this kind of thing just happen. And I think their support . . . has come
along with that.”

Like Wilson, Academic Charter School received a differentiated revenue
limit as an elementary school in MUSD. Thus, while the unified school district’s
base revenue limit for the 1997–98 school year was projected to be $3,521.55,
the charter school’s projected base revenue limit was $3,351 per pupil, reflect-
ing the lower elementary rate. This is consistent with district documents, which
show the school’s actual per-pupil funding to be $3,346.

In addition, according to Kent, the school received the following cat-
egorical funds: Economic Impact Aid, Title I, bilingual education money,
school-improvement-program funds, and state lottery money. According to
the school’s charter proposal, the founders requested that the school also
receive other categorical funds, including funding for class-size reduction,
migrant education, educational technology, instructional materials, special
education, staff development, school improvement, and gifted and talented
education. According to Kent, Academic received some of these funds, but
the school’s budget did not reflect the specific categorical funds received.
Instead, categorical funds were lumped together with “other state revenues.”
On the other hand, district documents state that the Academic received lot-
tery money as well as funding for several categorical programs, although not
necessarily the ones the school had wanted. For instance, district documents
showed that the charter school received funding for some of the programs it
had specifically requested, including class-size reduction, economic impact aid,
and school improvement program. But it also received money for a state reading
program, travel funds for the charter schools national conference, and a men-
tor teacher program.

At the same time, there was not a great deal of concern on the part of the
co-directors over categorical funding because, Kent said, the school had such
a small student body—fewer than 150 students—that these programs, funded
on a per-pupil basis, would not generate much revenue. But he thought that
as the school grew and categorical funding increased, it would become more
of an issue.

Meanwhile, Academic, unlike any of the other four charter schools dis-
cussed in this chapter or most other charter schools in the state, did receive
local tax revenue. According to the charter school’s 1997–98 budget, Aca-
demic received over $400,000 in local revenue from the district—more than
$2,800 per pupil. This local funding combined with the base revenue limit—
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before adding on the categorical funds, which totaled about $150,000—
brought the per-pupil public funding for Academic to more than $6,000, sig-
nificantly higher than the other charter schools discussed in this chapter.

As for supervisorial overhead and services from the district, according to
Academic’s charter proposal, the school was to be charged “at the district’s
state-approved indirect rate for any services provided.” Kent said that this rate
was 3% of the school’s budget. It was unclear from district and school finan-
cial documents whether or not the district actually had subtracted the super-
visorial oversight costs from the school’s revenue. But according to Kent, the
district actually failed, for whatever reason, to take this money. He was un-
sure of whether this was just an oversight on the part of the district. On the
other hand, the district did require the school to have and pay for liability
insurance. In fact, Academic spent about $12,000 a year on insurance.

In terms of facilities and rent, after a few years of renting space from a
local church, Academic Charter School moved into a converted manufac-
turing facility. According to several people we interviewed, including the
former owner of the plant, the site was worth more than $5 million. Aca-
demic paid $1 a month for the use of the facility, which had been donated
to a foundation housed within a local university for the charter school to
use. Thus, the university, not the charter school, owned the building, which
meant the charter school could occupy the space without dealing with any
of the headaches of owning and maintaining the plant. Thus, this virtually
“free” space coupled with its significantly higher per-pupil funding made
the financial situation at Academic a stark contrast to that at Community
Charter School in particular.

As for special education funds, Kent said that the district provided services
for special education students on a case-by-case basis; thus, the school was not
receiving funding, but services. He did note that the charter school was “still
kind of working through that one.” Still, it was unclear, from school and dis-
trict data, whether the school paid a portion of the district’s special education
“encroachment” costs.

All in all, it is safe to say that Academic Charter School did better than
most other charter schools—in our study and beyond—in getting the public
funding support it needed. Still, as Chapter 5 illustrates, what makes the fi-
nancial picture of this particular school even more amazing is that, unlike the
other charter schools discussed in this chapter, Academic Charter School was
able to garner a huge amount of private funding. In fact, only about 60% of
its total operating revenue came from public funds because the co-directors
engaged in major private fund-raising efforts to provide the additional funds
the school needed in order to operate. Thus, while it appeared that Academic
had a relatively positive relationship with the Madrona Unified School Dis-
trict with respect to its funding, the charter school did not depend solely on
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district revenues to survive. On the other hand, when Kent found out that the
district had not been completely forthcoming when it came to information
regarding new or one-time funds that were available to all schools in the dis-
trict, he immediately remedied the situation. He said:

A couple of times . . . we did find laws or memorandums from the state
department that said we were entitled to something that we weren’t
getting and shared that with the district. Within . . . by the next
revenue payment, which are monthly, it was there. Or even before, in
some supplementary payments. So they’ve been wonderful in passing
through the money that is supposed to come to us.

Yet, Academic co-directors’ solution in such cases did not work for all of
Madrona’s charter schools. In fact, by leaving it to the individual charter schools
to divine what additional monies they might have been entitled to, the dis-
trict created a situation in which some charter schools had an advantage over
others. Those schools that had personnel who knew where to look for addi-
tional resources could and did come back to the district and request funding
to which they were entitled. Kent and Jefferson were two such administra-
tors. They used the resources they knew were available to them to structure
their budget and to request those funds they thought they deserved. Other
charter schools, such as Community and other nearby Madrona charter schools,
lacked personnel with the time, knowledge, or connections to stay on top of
these issues and get more money for their charter schools.

Vista Unified School District

During the 1997–98 school year, the general population and student
population in Vista Unified School District (VUSD) was extremely diverse
racially, ethnically, and financially, with pockets of affluence and poverty. The
district had three charter schools, one high school, one middle school, and
one elementary school.1 The high school, Directions High School, and the
elementary school, Learning Tree Charter School, are the focus of this sec-
tion. Both Directions and Learning Tree were financially independent, start-
up charter schools, while the other charter school in the district was a financially
dependent conversion charter school.

The school administrator responsible for funding at Learning Tree was
Martie Connor, the school treasurer. While she came to her job almost a year
before the 1997–98 school year, she was not formally trained in finance and
had no other training that would have necessarily prepared her for her job of
negotiating with the district. In fact, when asked about changes she would
like to see made in the school’s financial agreement with the district, she re-
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plied, “I really couldn’t say off the top of my head what we can bargain for
even. Yeah, that’s an area I find very difficult.” Additionally, although she was
very interested in doing so, Connor had not yet talked to any other charter
school people involved in their school’s finances or met with anyone who could
have provided her with support.

With regard to the district’s relationship with the school, one Vista Uni-
fied school board member characterized Learning Tree as “a mess, a first-class
mess.” Similarly, the district’s chief financial officer said that the school board
did not have a very good opinion of the charter school. In fact, Connor con-
firmed that there were people on the school board who were not supportive
of the school. She said, about starting the charter school, “We went to the
Unified School District, and they basically had no way to not let us start, even
though they weren’t very excited about it. But legally they had to let us start.
We had all the required signatures and the legal backing, so they finally pro-
vided us with this building.” On the other hand, another board member said
that the school had a couple of advocates on the board who helped convince
the superintendent to give the school a site, which he did.

Unlike Connor, Ken Morris, principal of Directions High School, was
described by a district administrator in the following way: “This gentleman is
a former teacher, a lawyer, a bright guy, well-connected, wealthy, da, da, da,
the whole bit.” In addition to being an attorney, Morris obtained a masters
degree in education specifically to learn what he thought was necessary to start
a charter school. Additionally, he brought together a very sophisticated and
well-connected group of individuals to serve on the charter school’s board of
directors, advisory board, and governing council. Morris drew from his per-
sonal and professional connections to compose these groups, which were made
up of Vista Unified school board members, lawyers, educators, and business
and medical professionals. In addition, one of the board members was an at-
torney who also acted as general counsel for the charter school and who par-
ticipated in negotiations with the district. This board member stated that he
worked with the principal at the outset of starting the school on the “political
side.” For instance, he assisted Morris in helping to persuade the district’s Board
of Education to support the charter school.

This political clout and savvy on the part of Directions’ board members
was not nearly as prevalent on Learning Tree’s governing board. Also, un-
like Learning Tree, Directions clearly had a very good relationship with
the district. Many Vista school board members spoke of the school as one
that should succeed. Moreover, the attorney on the charter school’s board
pointed out that the school had done everything it could to position itself
so that the district would “open their arms and say, ‘We’d like to have this
opportunity.’”
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Furthermore, Vista Unified had MOUs with both Learning Tree Char-
ter School and Directions High School that outlined the sources of revenue
to which the schools were entitled. Yet there were differences between the
MOUs that led to significant differences in the level of funding the two schools
received from the district. On the one hand, Learning Tree’s MOU specified
that it should receive the district’s “revenue limit rather than a reduced rev-
enue limit, which it might receive by virtue of the fact that [it] is an elemen-
tary school in a unified school district.” According to the MOU, then, the
projected base revenue limit for the 1997–98 school year was $3,212.81 per
pupil. On the other hand, the district’s proposed budget for 1997–98 pro-
jected the district’s overall base revenue limit to be $3,568 per pupil. Accord-
ing to the VUSD chief financial officer, Conrad Wolfe, the elementary charter
school received a per-student base revenue limit of $3,400.

Conner, the charter school’s treasurer, could not clarify the confusion
regarding the school’s base revenue limit. In fact, her understanding was that
her school received $1,775 per student. In her attempt to determine her fund-
ing, she had calculated it based on her understanding of the base revenue limit
per student, the school’s current number of students, and the number of days
in the school year. Connor also said that she would “love to know more” about
the breakdown of the money she received every month but that she had not
been successful in getting that information from the district and it was “just
hard getting everything figured out.” Meanwhile, Wolfe, Vista Unified’s Chief
Financial Officer, who had told us that Learning Tree was receiving about
$3,400 per student, insisted that the school was receiving all the revenue it
was entitled to under the law.

There was no mention in the MOU between Learning Tree and Vista
Unified of the categorical funding to which the school was entitled according
to the California charter school act. When asked about the categorical money
the school received, Connor said she thought that the funds she received had
categorical money included. She said, “He [Wolfe] sends stuff periodically, I
get notice served that says, ‘You got this amount,’ and I don’t know if it’s
increased. And it’s very confusing, and that’s something that I have been try-
ing to understand. . . . He sends me stuff that says, category this and category
that and the amount, and I’m hop[ing] that it’s just put into the payment.”
On the other hand, Connor was aware that the school received class-size-
reduction funds automatically because Learning Tree was a public school.

Connor was unable to identify any other categorical monies that Learn-
ing Tree received, yet, according to district documents, the school was eli-
gible to receive state-compensatory-education funds for the 1997–98 school
year. Similarly, according to other district documents, the charter school did
receive funds for both school improvement and economic impact aid for
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limited-English-proficient students during the 1996–97 school year and most
likely continued to receive those funds as long as it enrolled students who were
eligible for them. Beyond these limited categorical funds, neither documents
nor interviews identified any other categorical funding for Learning Tree.
Connor indicated that she hoped to hire a grant writer for the school so that
someone could monitor the monies the school was receiving and those to which
it was entitled.

With respect to the other potential source of revenue discussed above—
locally collected tax revenue—Learning Tree’s charter proposal and MOU with
the district specifically indicated that the school was not entitled to revenue
from the city’s sales tax.

In terms of facilities, unlike the other start-up charter schools discussed
in this chapter, Learning Tree was given a district-owned school facility that
was not being used. Still, the facility was in need of significant repair when
Learning Tree took it over. As one teacher put it, “This was a dilapidated
building, completely a mess. We got it 6 weeks before school started and poured
into it and painted it and put tile in it and did a lot of work on [it] just to open
it up, so we were kind of like running out of breath.”

Initially, Learning Tree paid for numerous repairs to the building in lieu
of paying rent to the district. But by 1997–98 the school was paying approxi-
mately $27,000 a year in rent, with an anticipated 4% increase per year. The
charter school continued to deduct repairs for the buildings from the rent,
although the district would not pay for repairs to the portable classrooms the
school had acquired to accommodate increased enrollment. Connor specu-
lated that the reason the school was not allowed to deduct repairs from the
rent of the portable classrooms was because they were new.

In terms of district oversight and services, Learning Tree was required to
purchase a variety of services from the district. For the most part, these were
services that someone in the district’s administration had determined the school
needed and thus billed the school for them. Among these services were busi-
ness and legal services as well as insurance coverage to protect the district,
the Board of Education, and the students. Connor said, “Yeah, and actually
they just deducted from last month’s payment about $2,000 for insurance,
insurance of the board and student[s]. . . . It’s like $1.50 or something per
student, and then whatever the board fee was and some kind of business trans-
action—it’s just automatically deducted.” Meanwhile, Learning Tree con-
tinued to pay its own liability and workers’ compensation insurance.

Finally, Learning Tree was required to pay, pursuant to its MOU, its share
of the district’s special education encroachment. But there was nothing in the
school’s budget that reflected that the school actually paid its portion of that
cost. In fact, when all was said and done, Learning Tree paid only about $1,468
for these services and did not pay an additional administrative overhead fee
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back to the district. Thus, the total fee the school paid to the district did not
even equal 1% of the total allocation to the school by the district.

In comparing Learning Tree’s agreement with the district with that of
Directions, we see in the MOUs that the two charter schools had very differ-
ent relationships with the district. Thus, while Learning Tree received the
district revenue limit, Directions’ MOU set forth that the school “shall re-
ceive a base revenue limit funding that reflects [the district’s] difference in per-
pupil spending at different grade levels.” When asked what this meant, Vista
Unified’s financial officer, Wolfe, said the school was receiving the greater
funding for a high school in the district rather than the unified school district
base revenue limit. According to Directions’ principal, Morris, the school’s
base revenue limit was $3,568 per pupil for the 1997–98 school year. As
mentioned above, this is the same number estimated by the district as its overall
base revenue limit. Still, Morris said the school got a “fair amount extra”—
between $200 and $300 per student—because it was a high school. Wolfe said
that Directions received this elevated base revenue limit was because Morris
had threatened to take the issue before the Vista Unified school board if Wolfe
did not agree to the increase. Wolfe said, given the political support Direc-
tions had among school board members, he did not think he had any choice
but to grant the charter school the increased base revenue limit.

Furthermore, unlike Learning Tree’s MOU, the Memorandum between
Directions and the school district set forth that the school was entitled to re-
ceive revenue from various state and federal sources. These included the Cali-
fornia state lottery, state summer school funding, categorical block grants,
class-size-reduction funds (if applicable), charter school funds, and any other
appropriate or mutually agreeable sources of funding. Thus, the categorical
funding the high school was entitled to, according to the California law, was
clearly stated in the MOU between the high school and the school district.

Another difference between the two Vista Unified charter schools’ MOUs
is that Directions’ Memorandum does not explicitly state that the school is not
entitled to local bond, sales, or parcel tax revenue, although both Morris and
Wolfe said that the school was not receiving those funds. As with Learning Tree,
Directions was required to pay for a variety of services provided by the district,
including additional insurance coverage, attendance reporting, business services,
and legal services. Directions paid the district a total of $1,895 for most of these
services, with the cost of additional insurance still to be determined at the time
the MOU was signed. Directions was not required to pay an additional admin-
istrative overhead fee to the district. Morris said he hoped to stop paying for
legal services provided by the district because his school had legal representa-
tion provided by his old law firm on a pro bono basis.

With respect to facilities, Directions High School was housed in a private
university located in the district. The school paid the university about $25,000
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a year for use of the facility. Through its partnership with the university, the
charter school had space for its administrative offices and classrooms as well
as access to the university’s computer labs, auditoriums, and libraries.

Additionally, Directions’ MOU, like that of Learning Tree, required the
school to pay its share of the special education encroachment. Yet only Learn-
ing Tree was required to pay its pro rata share for a consent decree addressing
previous segregation in the district. And finally, Directions’ MOU spelled out
the categorical programs through which the charter school received funding,
whereas Connor of Learning Tree knew very little about what categorical funds
she should have been receiving. Because the Learning Tree MOU was not clear
on this issue, Conner had to rely on the various notices she received from the
district. In this way, Directions’ MOU clearly gave this charter high school
advantages over Learning Tree.

One thing is obvious from the data: The level of political sophistication,
knowledge, and connections varied greatly between the administrators of these
two schools. While Connor came to her job as treasurer of the charter school
the year before the 1997–98 school year, she was not formally trained in fi-
nance and had no other experience that would necessarily have prepared her
for her job or negotiating with the district. Moreover, aside from a lack of
knowledge about school funding generally and the provisions of the law spe-
cifically, Connor did not appear to have any political support in the district.
Morris at Directions was in a very different position. Not only was he an at-
torney with a masters degree in education, but he had a very sophisticated group
of people supporting him, including members of the Vista Unified Board of
Education. This support was at least part of the reason why Wolfe agreed to
provide the school with a higher base revenue limit. It was also Morris’s expe-
rience, knowledge, and support network that helped him to more clearly de-
scribe in his MOU with the district which categorical funds the school would
receive. All of these factors led to a much more comfortable and supportive
public funding situation for Directions than for Learning Tree.

IMPLICATIONS, CONCLUSIONS, AND QUESTIONS

One finding clearly runs through the data: The political connections,
savvy, and knowledge—or lack thereof—of a charter school administrator plays
a central role in determining how much public funding a charter school re-
ceives. Given the varying levels of knowledge and understanding at the char-
ter school level and the ambiguity of the state funding guidelines, it is not
surprising that there was great variability in public funding received by the
different charter schools in this sample. Also, in line with this finding is a re-
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port (SRI International, 1997) that found that the financial knowledge base
of the school leader made a profound difference in the level of resources that
an independent charter school received. In each of the four districts discussed
in this chapter, the independent charter schools with administrators who had
greater expertise regarding finance were receiving, or appeared to be receiv-
ing, more of the funding to which they were entitled by the funding legislation.
In fact, savvy charter school administrators were able to use their knowledge
and information, and in some cases political leverage, to negotiate for more
than the other charter schools in their districts and than other charter schools
in other districts. As one district administrator said, “What happens is politi-
cal, I’m sure you understand what the outcome is, . . . you err on the side of
the charter school.” Policy makers concerned with equity in school funding
should be interested in this issue because the application of the law is clearly
creating inequitable funding across the state.

In addition, the data in this chapter also raise an important question re-
garding the financial viability of some charter schools that are unable to raise
extra private resources to support their operations. Revenue limits are not
sufficient for, nor intended to cover, facilities costs at non-charter schools (SRI
International, 1997). In fact, school districts rely on a variety of sources, in-
cluding bonds and developer fees, to cover facilities costs, and local sales tax
to provide educational programs. For start-up charter schools, the lack of
guaranteed start-up funds and the lack of money to pay for their facilities were
very salient issues. In only one of the four districts discussed in this chapter,
Madrona Unified School District, did the district provide charter schools any
local revenue they raised. This lack of support was most noticeably damaging
in Edgewood where it contributed to the uncertainty of the school’s financial
viability on a yearly basis. This sentiment also was reflected in the opinion of
an official in Vista who felt that without the support of an outside private or-
ganization to provide facilities and facilities support—including state construc-
tion funds—independent charters were not financially viable. Similarly, as
discussed above, Kent, co-director of the Academic Charter School, stated that
his school could not operate at its current site without private funds. Docu-
mentation and implications of charter schools’ increased reliance on private
resources are the central focus of Chapter 5 of this book.

Yet, clearly this lack of public support for charter school facilities was
experienced unevenly across the different sites. For instance, as Table 4.1 sum-
marizes, the charter schools in this sample paid very different amounts of rent
for very different facilities.

Thus, Community Charter School paid more than $60,000 a year for a
dusty plot of land in an industrial park and the portable classrooms that con-
stituted its “facility.” In addition to this rent, the school had to install run-
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ning water and a sidewalk to keep students out of the mud when it rained.
Community had to pay for its rent out of its base revenue limit and categori-
cal funding. This contributed to the school’s inability to purchase new instruc-
tional materials and pay teachers’ salaries that were competitive with the district.
On the other hand, Academic Charter School paid virtually no rent for a facil-
ity that was valued at more than $5 million. Relieved of the burden of paying
rent each month while receiving federal, state, and local funding, and able to
raise a lot of private funding from wealthy benefactors and corporations, Aca-
demic could purchase virtually any instructional materials the teachers desired
and paid salaries that were competitive with the district.

In addition to the financial strains that the charter schools themselves
experience, another question that still must be addressed is whether charter
schools pose a financial risk or raise equity concerns for the school districts in
which they exist. Charter schools are required by law to be so-called “revenue
neutral.” In other words, in theory, they are not to cause an increase in rev-
enue required by the district to operate them. Despite this legislative crite-
rion, one district administrator raised the concern that charter schools present
an economic drain to the school district. He argued that charter schools in-
crease the number of teachers in a district without necessarily increasing the
total revenue limit generated by the students in that district. In other words,
the same number of students enrolled in a district are spread across a larger
number of schools and classrooms, which means the same district budget must
pay for a larger number of teachers. Presently there are too few charter schools,
start-up charter schools more specifically, to be able to see whether they are
causing a financial drain on their sponsor districts. But to the extent that the
total number of charter schools continues to increase, this concern becomes
more palpable.

Table 4.1. Facilities’ Cost 

Charter School Cost of Facilities to Charter School 

Community Charter School $60,000 plus 

Academic Charter School $1 a month 

Wilson Elementary School $57,000 a month 

Learning Tree Elementary School $27,000 minus cost of improvements 

Directions High School $25,000 
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Thus, there are a whole host of important issues and concerns related to
the public funding of charter schools that policy makers, district officials, and
charter school operators need to consider—not only in California, but across
the country. As other chapters in this book illustrate, despite any seemingly
straightforward or rational language in the charter school law, the daily expe-
riences of people working in and around this reform are quite varied. To the
extent that these variations are in part dependent on the political context of a
given school district and the knowledge and political connections of charter
school administrators, we need to consider the long-term implications of this
policy on the ideal of equal educational opportunities.

NOTE

1. As noted in Chapter 2, Vista Unified did not renew the charter of what had
been the fourth charter school in the district.
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In Chapter 4, Slayton demonstrated that charter schools receive various levels
of public funding from their districts due to several factors, including the
ambiguity of California’s charter school legislation and the knowledge and
expertise of the charter school principals. Whatever level the charter school’s
public funding may be, it is generally insufficient to completely support this
reform, especially within new, “start-up” charter schools. Thus, in this chap-
ter, we look at charter schools’ need to supplement their public funding with
private resources. Specifically, we discuss the strategies employed by start-up
charter schools—those that are newly created, as opposed to converted public
schools—to accumulate and sustain private resources. Using these strategies
as lenses, we see that charter schools in different social contexts are unable to
accumulate the same levels of private support despite their common need to
do so. In other words, there appears to be a strong relationship between the
geographic, political, economic, racial, and educational environments within
and around these start-up charter schools and their ability to raise the private
resources they need.

We argue that this relationship exists because the processes charter schools
use to garner private resources are circumscribed by the social status and the
social networks of their local school communities. In fact, we contend that
the high-status networks—personal and professional connections to people
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with money and political power—are even more critical to private-resource
accumulation than the particular strategies used to acquire resources. Thus,
understanding the social context of the schools is critical to understanding why
the same processes or strategies of private-resource accumulation net such
disparate results for different charter schools. More specifically, we see vast,
disturbing inequities emerging within and across charter school reform—in-
equities that mirror the wealth and poverty of the communities that house these
schools. We conclude that policy makers should attend to these inequities by
targeting start-up funds and technical assistance to charter schools in low-
income communities. In the absence of such government efforts to further
support charter schools in poor neighborhoods, we argue that some (perhaps
many) charter schools in low-income communities will be forced to partner
with private, for-profit or non-profit educational management organizations
(EMOs) because of the financial support these groups offer. More will be said
about this in the conclusion of this chapter.

The following three questions framed the inquiry for this chapter:

1. By what processes do start-up charter schools secure private resources?
2. Which schools are most successful in generating private support and

why?
3. What are the implications of the varying levels of private support for

educational inequality?

In an effort to answer these questions, we examined data from the larger
UCLA Chater School Study and found that several strategies were used across
these sites. We then used these strategies in analyzing data from six start-up
charter schools located in four urban and one suburban school district in
California. As we will discuss in greater detail, these strategies include hav-
ing aggressive school administrators; selecting high-status, wealthy, and in-
fluential school governance council members; forming partnerships with
corporations, universities, or law firms; grant writing and fund raising from
various private sources; and drawing from various in-kind resources, such as
parent volunteers.

We focus on these strategies to demonstrate that private resources are not
limited to monetary sums, but also can include more subtle forms of support
that are difficult to quantify. Furthermore, these strategies are not mutually
exclusive; in fact, they are sometimes complementary and overlapping. Nor
are they unique to charter schools; many non-profit organizations also em-
ploy them. What is noteworthy, however, is how the very same strategies taken
on with similar determination, energy, and commitment in the context of
public charter schools can yield such divergent results.
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STARTING A NEW CHARTER SCHOOL

As other chapters in this book point out, charter schools are allowed to
operate as fiscally “independent” entities or remain more “dependent” on their
district for administrative resources or services. Start-up charter schools, which
are often fiscally independent, rarely receive facilities or capital expenses from
their districts. These independent start-up charter schools in California and
elsewhere generally pay for their rent or mortgage out of their daily operating
budgets.

So-called conversion charter schools, or those that convert from existing
public schools, generally remain more dependent on their sponsoring districts
and thus face fewer resource-related difficulties. We know, for example, that
conversion charter schools usually continue to operate in the same buildings
for little or no rent, maintain most of the same staff, and utilize district ser-
vices such as food, transportation, and payroll (UCLA Charter School Study,
1998).

Thus, one of the most formidable challenges to starting and maintaining
a new, start-up charter school is securing adequate resources  (Corwin &
Flaherty, 1995; RPP International, 2000). Given these fiscal challenges to
starting charters, it becomes important to understand how start-up charter
schools manage to surmount them. In this chapter we focus on how the schools
secure private resources and why different schools have access to different re-
sources. In order to do this, we examine charter schools in their social, eco-
nomic, and political contexts. We argue that these contexts circumscribe the
networks available to charter schools, and the forms of capital—economic,
social, or political—upon which they can draw in their efforts to make their
schools successful.

NETWORKS: THE TIES THAT BIND

As we examined the strategies start-up charter schools used to acquire re-
sources and tried to make sense of why the same processes led to such widely
different results across schools, we turned to social network theorists. In con-
trast to those who see individual actions removed from social relations, network
theorists examine the more dynamic ways in which people both shape and are
shaped by their social networks. For example, Granovetter (1985) writes:

Actors do not behave or decide as atoms outside a social context, nor do they
adhere slavishly to a script written for them by the particular intersection of social
categories that they happen to occupy. Their attempts at purposive action are
instead embedded in concrete, ongoing systems of social relations. (p. 487)
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This understanding of actors enables us to examine the ways in which charter
school educators’ actions are embedded in social relations, including the wealth
or poverty of their local communities.

To acquire and sustain the private resources they need to survive, many
charter school communities draw from social networks. To understand how
people network, Granovetter (1973) discussed the concept of “strong” and
“weak” social ties. Strong ties are those that an individual has to family and
close friends. Weak ties are more distant connections to co-workers, business
associates, or other peers from school. Granovetter (1983) suggests people
use weak ties as bridges between strongly tied social groups. Weak ties, then,
can connect groups made up of strong ties, further strengthening individual
access to information, relationships, and other resources. Individuals who rely
only on strong ties may be more isolated socially, disconnected from oppor-
tunities for mobility or expanding their experience. This reliance solely on
strong ties is particularly problematic for poor and politically disempowered
people whose family and friends are also mostly poor and disempowered. On
the other hand, Granovetter (1983) notes that weak ties tend to be particu-
larly important to the social mobility of poor people. He writes: “Weak ties
provide people with access to information and resources beyond those avail-
able in their own social circle; but strong ties have greater motivation to be of
more assistance and are typically more available” (p. 209). Thus, the poten-
tial impact of weak ties on poor people’s lives and opportunities for mobility
is quite large.

We found in our examination of start-up charters that the social location
of such schools determines the types of ties that envelop them. For example,
schools located in high-status communities have strong and weak ties to many
resources, and are therefore able to tap easily into financial, social, and eco-
nomic capital in their community, as we will demonstrate later. Yet the strong
ties, or social networks, of schools located in poorer areas and serving poorer
students, fail to link such schools with similar resources, in part because they
are not available in the immediate community. Therefore, we find these schools
must expend comparatively more effort using what weak ties, or more distant
connections, they have, to obtain the resources they require. For instance, we
found that generally charter schools in poor neighborhoods either were sup-
ported by wealthy, private individuals or organizations from outside the nearby
community or simply got by with less.

As noted, one of the most important functions of social networks is the
way in which they connect individuals or institutions to resources. According
to Pierre Bourdieu (1986), two of the most important types of such resources
are economic capital (financial resources) and cultural capital (high-status
knowledge). Possession of these two types of capital, Bourdieu argues, enables
individuals, families, or groups to maintain or increase their power in society
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(Swartz, 1997). Bourdieu maintains, however, that these forms of capital are
not merely to be held, but are strategically used and “cashed in” by individu-
als or groups seeking to improve their social standing (Bourdieu & Wacquant,
1992; Lareau, 1989).

In relation to Granovetter’s theory of social networks, it is useful to con-
sider the differences between high- and low-status communities in the pos-
session of cultural and economic capital, and the ways in which strong or weak
social ties grant access to these types of capital. A consideration of these dis-
parities in access to cultural and economic capital across communities is par-
ticularly important in the United States where a long history of segregation
and discrimination in both housing and education resulted in significantly
greater degrees of economic capital (wealth) and cultural capital (educational
attainment) for White families than for families of color (Oliver & Shapiro,
1997). These disparities in capital, furthermore, have multiplied over time, as
economic and cultural capital provide access to one another (Bourdieu, 1977).

Charter school reform has been laid down upon this highly unequal eco-
nomic and social landscape; as such, differences in charter founders’ and op-
erators’ social networks, which grant access to important resources, must be
considered when analyzing start-up charter schools’ resource needs and strate-
gies for garnering these resources. As we will show, founders and operators of
start-up charter schools located in high-status communities generally have
many close connections (or strong ties) to individuals in those communities
who possess a tremendous amount of resources that they may grant to the
charter school. However, founders and operators of charter schools located
in economically impoverished communities rarely possess these strong ties
to well-resourced individuals or institutions; rather, they must use their weak
ties (i.e., distant acquaintances) or in fact forge ties (i.e., by approaching
businesspeople or foundations) in order to tap into resources far outside their
communities to individuals or organizations that may have drastically differ-
ent educational or organizational visions for the schools.

Educational policy makers and researchers rarely mention these dispari-
ties across charter schools. Yet, we believe it is important to illuminate ways
in which pre-existing inequalities across communities, and unequal access to
resource-rich social networks within these communities, have been magnified
by charter school reform.

OUR SAMPLE OF START-UP CHARTER SCHOOLS

In this chapter, we analyze data from six of the nine start-up charter schools
in the UCLA Charter School Study. The three start-up schools from the larger
sample that were excluded from the analysis were combinations of home-
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schooling and independent study programs. None of these required a large
building with classrooms and seats for all their students, full-time teachers to
staff each class, or the furniture and supplies of a regular school. The resource
needs of the other six start-up charter schools were clearly much greater—
particularly in the area of capital expenses. Examining these six start-up char-
ter schools, therefore, allows us to document the ways in which such schools
meet their tremendous resource needs.

Despite their similarities, the six schools were different from each other
in many regards—in particular, their social locations and the students they
served. For instance, these six schools were located in communities that ranged
from affluent to very poor. The schools also differed in the length of time they
had been in operation. All were within their first 5 years of operation, but some
had been open for several years while others were relatively new. We recog-
nize that newer schools may have different resource issues and concerns than
schools that have been able to work through them over time. We are confi-
dent, however, that the open-ended, semistructured interviews utilized in this
study allowed the respondents to reflect upon their experiences and that tem-
poral differences emerged from the data. Wherever possible, we have drawn
from interviews of stakeholders with comparable roles at their respective
schools, namely, principals, founders, governing board members, donors, and
volunteers.

The following brief descriptions of each of the six start-up charter schools
in our sample provide a sense of the local contexts in which these schools were
founded and the social networks that envelope them. One of these schools
was introduced in Chapter 3, and three of them were discussed in Chapter 4.

Foundation Elementary Charter School. As described in Chapter 3, this
start-up, independent school served a low-income and working-class popula-
tion within the large, diverse, and urban Mission Unified School District. The
charter school’s partnership with a private educational management organi-
zation (EMO) played a large role in shaping its curricular and instructional
philosophy while also providing administrative support and resources, including
locating and renovating the building in which the school was housed. The staff
described the school as having attentive teachers, small class sizes, and chal-
lenging curriculum.

Academic Charter School. As introduced in Chapter 4, Academic was a
charter elementary school in an impoverished neighborhood in a large urban
school district—Madrona Unified—serving mostly low-income students of
color. Academic Charter also managed to attract substantial corporate and
foundation support, including the donation of an industrial building complex
in the community, for which it paid basically no rent. In addition, Academic
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raised more than a million dollars in direct financial donations, mostly from
corporations and wealthy individuals. The school’s leaders also forged part-
nerships with local universities and a national school reform movement,
through which they received in-kind support for their school.

Community Charter School. Also a focus of Chapter 4, Community Char-
ter School was located in a poor, urban school district—Edgewood Unified
School District—that served mostly students of color. The founders of this
middle school envisioned serving students who supposedly got lost in the
district’s large middle schools, schools they described as being violent and
impersonal. The charter school had a rocky start in its first 4 years, facing fa-
cilities challenges, high staff turnover, and lack of resources. Community
basically consisted of bungalows—or portable classrooms—in an empty lot in
an industrial park, surrounded by anonymous warehouses.

Directions High School. Described in Chapter 4, this urban charter school
served an ethnically diverse student body, although it had more White stu-
dents than most schools in the Vista Unified School District. Still, there was
not a clear majority of any one racial group among the students. Directions
boasted an impressive array of supporters, from district officials to major cor-
porations, as well as the benefits of several private partnerships. This support
enabled the school to secure a building location in a private university. They
expended little for capital costs, with the exception of the $25,000 annual rent
for use of the building.

Shoreline Charter School. This elementary charter school was located in a
wealthy suburban community and, like most other schools in the suburban
Shoreline district, served mostly White middle- and upper-middle-class stu-
dents. The school was started with the involvement and support of leaders from
the school district, and it was one of the first charter schools in the state, ap-
proved and opened when no start-up funding was available. Yet, as we will
describe later, the school has received substantial financial and in-kind sup-
port from the professional connections of its parents and corporations in the
surrounding community.

Heritage Charter School. This was a very small school, serving approxi-
mately 60 students, with two full-time teachers. Heritage enrolled students
of color from a different racial/ethnic group than those in Community, al-
though, like Community, this middle school—also in the Edgewood Unified
School District—arose out of some community members’ concerns about a
perceived lack of responsiveness by the district toward their children. There
had been significant financial difficulties at the school, even though it enjoyed
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the support of a community group. Still, the building the school rented was
in poor condition, needing repairs, particularly heating and plumbing, which
failed from time to time. According to the lease on this building, Heritage
was responsible for all maintenance. Thus, when plumbing or heating prob-
lems occurred, the educators at the school had to try to fix them or pay for
someone else to. Given this responsibility, the rent they paid for the space
seemed exorbitant.

EXAMINING STRATEGIES FOR ACQUIRING RESOURCES:
THE USE OF NETWORKS

In the course of the UCLA Charter School Study, we learned that start-
ing and operating a charter school demands a substantial amount of economic,
social, and political resources. Consistent with the framework discussed in the
first part of the chapter, we also learned that the nature and amount of re-
sources were correlated with the social location of the charter school. In other
words, charter schools in high-status and wealthy communities had an easier
time garnering the resources they needed. Yet, the charter schools’ success in
getting these resources was also dependent on the status and wealth of their
“acquaintances and networks,” which were generally related to their social
location but, as we will see, were not completely predetermined by it. In other
words, our analysis shows that even in relatively low-income communities,
charter schools can be well connected—that is, some of them have wealthy
donors and are partnered with affluent and high-status institutions. But what
is also apparent from our analysis is that these low-income schools are so much
more dependent for their survival on people and institutions with whom they
have very weak ties. And in instances where those ties do not exist, the poor
schools are even poorer.

Despite the differences in status, location, and wealth of the charter
schools, we found that all six of them used remarkably similar strategies in
their efforts to acquire resources. We now turn to a detailed discussion of these
strategies, using examples from schools where particular strategies were most
salient. It is also important to remember that these strategies were not mutu-
ally exclusive, and the charter schools often employed all or combinations of
them at any given time.

School Leadership

In a finding that overlaps with the issues discussed in Chapter 4, we learned
that in three of the six start-up charter schools discussed in this chapter, the
principals used their personal and professional connections to garner private
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financial and in-kind resources for their schools. These leaders generally wrote
the charter proposals, hired the staff, and rounded up the resources required
for the charter’s opening, while garnering the help of key educators, commu-
nity members, and donors to ensure the charter’s continued success. These
leaders invested a tremendous amount of time and effort into networking for
their schools, while often expressing frustration that the time spent on fund
raising could be better spent at the school site itself, working on curriculum,
instruction, or meeting with constituents.

While no one involved in school reform could doubt the enormous de-
gree of creativity, persistence, and determination involved in starting a char-
ter school, the acquisition of resources—one of the most difficult tasks in
starting a charter school—requires more than these personality traits. Rather,
a leader’s ability to garner critical financial support is often dependent on his
or her connections to individuals who have resources or who know where to
find them.

In two of the start-up charter schools discussed in this chapter—Heri-
tage and Community—we found that this type of leadership was conspicu-
ously absent; these were the same start-up charter schools that experienced
serious problems in leadership turnover, both losing two principals in the first
several years of operations. Not surprisingly, these two charter schools—both
serving low-income communities—had some of the most serious troubles in
garnering resources. In one start-up charter school, Foundation, the leader-
ship issue was less significant, because the school had partnered with an EMO,
and thus the charter’s financial survival was less dependent on the networks of
the school’s leader. In this section, we discuss the leadership at Directions,
Academic, and Shoreline charter schools.

Ken Morris, the founder of Directions High School, who was introduced
in Chapter 4, was from an affluent and influential background and was a law-
yer by training. He was forthright about the relationship between his personal
background and his ability to get his school off the ground: “I mean, I’m able
to bring certain connections to the table, I come from a relatively privileged
background, and the whole legal, and the whole business connection has en-
abled us just to take the time to get the whole community connection.” Yet
even this relatively privileged educator recognized the limitations under which
many start-up charter schools operate. He said, “I need to be spending time
talking to families and teachers and parents, not raising money. And to me
it’s short-sighted to expect schools to be high quality if you don’t give them
the resources to plan.” In addition, like many urban school districts, officials
in his sponsoring district expressed concern about charter schools serving all
students, particularly poor and minority students who had been the least well-
served. With some irony, Morris noted that this caveat placed restrictions on
the number of charter schools starting up that would be able to do so.
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The district—their approach is good because it makes sure that any
charter schools that you start in the city are committed to the students
who need it most. But the downside is, it’s very hard to do so, and if I
had been less privileged, I’m not sure I would have been able to do so.
It took every ounce of energy . . . every ounce of energy that I have,
and connections, and everything else. And maybe you don’t need to do
all the things we’re doing, and all the partnerships and everything, but
we think it’s worth it, and I think it’s tough.

In contrast to charter schools that struggle on a daily basis to meet basic
educational expenses such as teacher salaries, instructional materials, and rent,
Morris noted of his charter school, Directions: “In some ways it’s almost . . .
we have so many . . . so many resources. It’s hard to know what to do. . . .
And so we make sure that we don’t do too many projects.”

As discussed in Chapter 4, Academic Charter School had two co-direc-
tors, Scott Kent and Whitney Jefferson, who together founded the school,
wrote the charter, and located the funding required to get the school running.
In the beginning, neither of these former elementary school teachers had any
personal networks with foundations or corporations. Instead, they canvased
the low-income neighborhood in which they were hoping to start the school
for resources. Through these initial efforts they secured the donation of a
community center to house the school.

In addition to the acquisition of this temporary facility, Academic’s co-
directors also needed $200,000 in start-up funds to prove to the school dis-
trict that they could get the charter off the ground. Initially, the directors
successfully secured a large grant from a national corporation. As Jefferson
observed, the initial grant evolved into an ongoing commitment from the bank
to the school, enabling the school to secure both monetary resources and fi-
nancial expertise from the corporation’s executive ranks.

We actually have one of their vice presidents serving on our board of
trustees. Another way in which a traditional school won’t be able to
pull in people, these power-hitters . . . to serve on their board of
governors to help direct fiscally and legally their organization. So we
get to draw on all these private resources from a local school-type
basis.

While both co-directors taught at the school initially, as the school grew
they transitioned to strictly administrative roles, making the school very ad-
ministrator-heavy, with a far higher administrator/teacher ratio (2:6) than most
small schools have. However, Jefferson noted that he spent at least half his
time fund raising and promoting the school, rather than performing more tra-
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ditional principal roles. Jefferson’s constant efforts at fund raising were cru-
cial to the school’s survival. As he noted, “We’ve been real fortunate to be
able to have found the money thus far. But you know, this is a finite opportu-
nity . . . we’re not gonna always be able to find the money.”

Shoreline Charter School was unusual because it was started by a busi-
ness-savvy superintendent, Stuart Damon, and members of his school board.
Damon brought the charter idea to his district, arguing that it would provide
a vehicle to draw in students—and their funds—from outside the district, as
well as provide a site where innovative instructional practices could develop.
Thus, Damon was central in writing the charter, getting it approved, and se-
curing funding for the charter through grants from local foundations. He al-
ready had powerful social networks in his local community, with legislators in
Sacramento, as well as within the educational profession. Over time, however,
this leader became less central in ensuring the financial success of the charter,
as wealthy parents and community members took over the school’s fund rais-
ing and resource gathering once the school was in operation.

As demonstrated in Chapter 4, savvy and well-connected leaders are critical
to the ability of charter schools to obtain the public funds they need. It ap-
pears this same finding is true with private resources as well.

Governing Board Membership: Selection and Composition

Every charter school is required to set forth in its chartering application
the structure of its governance (see Chapter 3). We found that regardless of
social location or stated intentions, most charter schools selected individuals
for their governing boards because of the connections, expertise, or resources
these people could bring to the school. In this section we describe the process
by which Directions, Heritage, Community, and Shoreline charter schools cre-
ated their governing boards.

At Directions High School, the school’s founder and principal, Ken
Morris, selected the governing board members prior to the approval of the
charter by the school district. On the board were leaders from the business,
legal, political, and educational communities, many of whom were his former
legal colleagues or other acquaintances. He commented on the value of his
board member choices: “Basically, whenever we have an issue that relates to
their area, we call them and get them involved. We will have quarterly meet-
ings . . . it’s really more whatever issues each of them represent, we use them
for their expertise.”

The board was responsible for school policies, school budget, resource
solicitation from potential donors, and monitoring school personnel. For in-
stance, members of the governing board with business backgrounds assisted
with the school’s application for non-profit corporation status. This applica-
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tion process can be quite lengthy and involved. In this respect, Directions
Charter School was fortunate to have legal experts on its board.

Shoreline Charter School employed a rather unique process to select its
original board members from a larger group of the school’s founders. Because
there were a limited number of slots on the governing board and many mem-
bers of the founders’ group were interested, all who wanted to be on the board
sat in a circle and deliberated until enough people volunteered to step down.
According to founders’ group members we interviewed, this process of selec-
tion ensured that the people with the most to offer in terms of expertise, re-
sources, and connections were put on the board, because those less valued were
not encouraged to stay in the circle.

In the end, Shoreline Charter School’s governing board members included
a physician, a successful entrepreneur, and the spouse of a school district board
member. One governing board member described the school’s motivation for
weeding through prospective board members.

We want people who have some education background. We want
people who have some business background in terms of knowing how
to run an organization that has a budget. People with some political
skills. . . . So we want people who can represent various constituencies
but who can represent them and bring some special skills or relation-
ships or background.

In fact, we heard from several people connected to Shoreline Charter
School about the benefits of choosing the board members based on their con-
nections. For instance, one parent talked about the characteristics of the board
members in this way:

And there are people who were, who were recruited, who were com-
mandeered, really, people wanted them. There was a doctor, a medical
researcher, a Ph.D. scientist. There’s some consultant to Fortune 500
companies who’s a parent, who’s still got a child in the charter, who’s
on there. That’s what’s amazing is how the quality of a group like that
attracts other quality people and there’s a natural evolution and a
transfer of power.

The connections that the governing board members brought to the school
helped the school secure not only management expertise but also ties to the
businesses in which the board members worked.

At Community Charter School, governing board members were selected
in similar ways, yet the selection process did not result in a board that was as
well connected. The board comprised parents, members from community-
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based organizations, teachers, and the principal. There were significant
struggles over what exactly the functions of the governing board would be.
In fact, it was not clear during the time that we studied the school what the
board actually did. For example, the governing board was supposed to select
and evaluate the principal each year, but according to one teacher who was
on the board, “I’m not sure if they are going to set up another committee to
evaluate the principal, I’m not really clear on that. We’ve never had to do that,
so, it will be an experience.” She noted that due to high staff turnover at the
school, only two staff members remained who had been at the school since
the beginning. “So a lot of committees do change, in terms of governance,
because the board changes. And because teachers also leave, then that changes.”

Thus, Community’s governance structure was still emerging, and we spoke
with at least one parent who thought that there was a lack of parental partici-
pation in policy matters. The principal, Darla Henderson, acknowledged the
lack of clarity about the governing board’s function and scope. She said, “The
charter document was kind of vague in terms of the governance structure and
so forth. There are different perceptions about who’s making what decisions
and about what the priorities of the school are or should be.”

Yet, as Community struggled to garner more resources, the staff began
to think about a more strategic selection process for governing board mem-
bers. As one teacher noted:

We’re learning better to pull in community people as board members
and advisors to help us with those other [areas of] expertise that you
can’t expect in any one key [person], even. So I feel we have matured.
And this is our fourth year, and we’re looking outward to pull in that
kind of help. I think, we seem to all of us, [to be using] our connec-
tions in a way to pull in people who can contribute to the school, to be
a resource to the school, to the educational area or provide in-kind
contributions, hopefully in the fund-raising area.

Although the charter proposal for the Heritage Charter School stated that
its governing board would be elected, the board was a selected group. Many
came from the community the school served, but none at the time we visited
were parents with students in the charter school. Furthermore, it was not clear
to what extent parents were involved in the school at all. According to the
principal, Henry Losoya, the board’s task was to establish school policy while
he administered the day-to-day operations. He explained the lack of parental
participation on the board, noting:

For the most part the everyday parent knows what’s good for the child
but . . . they don’t understand a certain procedure or manner or how
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to run a school. You can’t run a school haphazardly; it can’t be done.
So that could be one of the problems if parents don’t have an educa-
tional background nor the experience in school.

Yet we know that parents wanted to be more involved in the school. For
instance, one parent we interviewed said she was disturbed by the composi-
tion of the board. She said the board often met at times when most parents
could not attend and that many of the parents felt left out of the decisions
made by the teachers and the board members. She lamented, “We were all
parents with full-time jobs, none of us could have become a board member in
the fashion that they were and do as much work. We just wanted to be in-
cluded.” She told us that at one point, tensions became so serious that she
asked a mediator to come in to help negotiate between the parents and the
board. After attending one session, however, no board members came to any
follow-up meetings. She explained that the entire board, which “sort of seated
themselves,” was made up of people from the community who were educated,
but, “my personal feeling is, I don’t think you should have a board with just
educators because, you know, then you get a perspective that’s very slanted
and not diverse.”

Furthermore, despite the attempt by those who founded the Heritage
Charter School to select a governing board composed of the best educated
members of their community—a strategy that other charter schools in high-status
communities employed—this did not enable Heritage to become a fiscally se-
cure school with ample resources. In other words, the school’s strong commu-
nity ties did not connect it to other groups that could provide support.

At least one district official we spoke with doubted whether the school
would survive without the assistance of wealthy individuals. Principal Losoya
said he was aware of the school’s precarious position, yet he believed that the
school would produce private resources from within the community and be-
come self-sufficient. He commented, “There may be some who don’t have
that access or the contacts or the people . . . someday, maybe, we can have
our own basic foundation for ourselves.”

Academic Charter School had several governing committees and a board
of trustees. The role of the board of trustees was to ensure that the school was
managed well, especially from fiscal and legal perspectives. The board of trust-
ees also assisted with fund-raising efforts. While there were parents and teach-
ers on other committees, only one parent and one teacher served on the board
of trustees. In fact, most of the board members were high-level executives in
corporations or other high-status institutions.

One of Academic’s co-directors, Jefferson, said that the ability to govern
the school without district interference was liberating. He observed that tra-
ditional schools would have trouble establishing a board of directors to whom
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they could turn over business matters if they were connected to a school dis-
trict. Yet with a charter school, he said, he was able to bring in “these power-
hitters. . . . So we get to draw on all these private resources from a local
school-type basis. . . . We make a decision . . . it’s implemented that next
day.”

Foundation Elementary Charter School had a governing board with no
teachers or administrators and only one parent. The governing board, which
was the main policy-making body at the school, comprised mostly represen-
tatives from the educational management organization and other high-status
institutions. Board members were appointed by leaders of either the EMO or
the church that housed the school. Foundation’s principal, Shane Damian,
noted that the head of the EMO was the governing board member in charge
of community and business partnerships. A governing board member, who
was the representative from a nearby college, was in charge of the educational
arena, that is, the curriculum, according to Damian, to “really keep us in line,
academically, you know.” Thus, although the school appeared to have strong
community support, with parents expressing their satisfaction, there was little
school community presence on the board.

Partnerships

In some cases, charter schools sought out partnerships with universities,
corporations, educational management organizations, or other institutions.
Often various members of these school communities utilized both strong and
weak ties, as well as their own social capital, to make these connections. In
other cases, particularly when the schools lacked high-status ties, the partnering
organizations sought out the charter schools. Thus, we learned that all six of
the charter schools formed formal and informal partnerships with foundations
or other organizations. While some of these schools formed durable partner-
ships that proved fruitful in terms of resource acquisition, other schools flailed
about, searching desperately for a connection that would stabilize the school.

As we noted, Morris, the lawyer and principal and founder of Directions
High School, established a partnership with a nearby university, through which
the school received its very well-equipped facility. Morris noted that the school
received certain resources by being located in the university. For instance, he
noted, “It’s like you have student services, you have facilities that have natural
collaborations . . . that enable you to do things districts never do. Aside from
the fact [that] we’re in a beautiful building.”

The legal counsel for the school, a firm to which the founder is connected
personally, also handled negotiations with the school district, fighting for what
they argued was a fair revenue limit for the school (see Chapter 4). The founder
planned to use this resource to appeal to the school board for additional monies.
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As discussed in Chapter 3, the charter proposal for Foundation Elemen-
tary Charter School actually was written by the non-profit educational man-
agement organization, which sought out this particular community as a place
to start a new charter school. This EMO brought support to the school on all
levels: it paid for renovations to the building, it hired and evaluated staff, and
it supplemented state funding for various educational expenses. Thus, although
there appeared to be little participation in school governance on the part of
teachers, administrators, or parents, it was unlikely that this school could even
exist without the partnership with the EMO because the community served
by the school had limited resources. The trade-off appeared to be community
control for existence.

In part, the partnerships Academic Charter School formed were also the
result of the school being selected by wealthy patrons, corporate sponsors, and
a university. While the school’s founders and co-directors initially sought sup-
port and partnerships, over time their initial connections led to additional
partnerships. For instance, through its early partnerships, the school received
curriculum support, its large campus, and substantial media attention. This
media attention, in turn, fostered the interest of donors, further assisting the
school in resource accumulation. In addition, the school was part of a national
reform movement, which brought curriculum support to the school.

Jefferson said that part of the reason Academic attracted so much atten-
tion and support from wealthy patrons was the novelty of charter school re-
form. For example, he explained, “I have seen more people that are interested
from other organizations and from institutes of higher education . . . in my
first year of charter than in the 4 years that I was at my traditional school.
Charter schools are given a lot more attention.” As the only start-up charter
school in a district where most of the other, so-called “converted” charter
schools were located in wealthy communities, Academic Charter School be-
came even more of a novelty.

The school was selected by a group of well-connected, wealthy individu-
als who decided they wanted to offer support to an inner-city school engaged
in reform. The businessperson who donated the building to the school said
his desire to improve public education emanated from his frustration with what
he saw as the large, unresponsive public school system and the proliferation
of private schools in this country. He sparked a collaboration among a group
of powerful associates, and they decided to support the charter school.

This collaborative, made up of members of prestigious institutions, sev-
eral corporate sponsors, as well as members of the entertainment industry,
donated huge amounts of resources to the school. As indicated in Chapter 4,
during the 1997–98 school year, 40% of Academic Charter School’s total rev-
enue came from private donations. Several members from the collaboration
currently serve on the board of trustees as well.
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As a result, the school received a new building, valued at several million
dollars, for free. And, according to the businessperson who donated the build-
ing, more resources were to follow. He explained, “The seed gift amounted
to $10 million . . . and we need about $50 million because we’ve got 200,000
square feet of buildings there.” He planned to help the school convert some
of the space into a gymnasium and expand to become a K–12 school.

The donor’s collaborative established a non-profit foundation housed at
a local university, to which the building was donated. As was pointed out in
Chapter 4, the charter paid the foundation a nominal rent per year for it.
Therefore, the school did not own the building, which meant it avoided some
of the maintenance and liability costs associated with ownership. Gifts to the
school also were filtered through this foundation.

Meanwhile, parents of Academic students were required to donate 3 hours
of volunteer work a month to the school, but the parents did not provide the
school with the types of monetary or material resources that the schools part-
ners provided.

While most schools in our sample had some degree of parental participa-
tion, this participation yielded different results. Parental volunteerism on the
part of high-status parents, such as those at Shoreline, connected the school
even more to resources in the business community. Working-class and poor
parents, however, did not have access to these communities and thus contrib-
uted more hands-on work—for example, cleaning and maintenance or class-
room assistance—to Academic, Heritage, and Community charter schools. It
was these schools that were much more reliant on partnerships with larger
institutions and outside donors for survival. In the next section, we examine
the use of fund raisers and grant writing.

Grant Writing and Fund Raising

Efforts were made by several schools to generate funds through grants or
fund raising. We found that while some schools received substantial supple-
mentary funds through these efforts, others were less well-endowed. In par-
ticular, we learned a great deal about these activities at Directions, Foundation,
Shoreline, Heritage, and Academic charter schools.

At Directions, the charter school’s partnership with a private university
brought it many of the resources it needed. As noted, the main benefit of the
partnership was the school’s facility. In addition, a new building was being reno-
vated for the school to use. While most charter schools would have to cover
these capital costs themselves, Directions’ principal noted, “It’s also nice that
we don’t really have to fund raise to do it. The [university] is doing it.”

Similarly, Foundation Elementary Charter School benefited from the
resources it received from its partnership with an EMO, especially in the area
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of capital improvements. Thus, leadership at this school did not yet feel the
need to write grant proposals. For instance, the principal said, “We don’t have
the private grants and things we want yet. [The EMO] is funding the initial
start-up for us right now.”

Shoreline Charter School, on the other hand, utilized parents—most of
whom were highly educated and possessed a great deal of social capital—for
important tasks such as grant writing. These grant-writing parents were quite
successful. In fact, the grants the school secured provided everything from
business services to technology. For example, a governing board member was
employed by a prestigious computer corporation that made computer hard-
ware available to schools through a competitive grant process. This particular
governing board member evaluated the grant proposals for this program. In
fact, he noted that he actually “put together” the team of people at the com-
pany who reviewed the proposals. And while he removed himself from the
evaluation of the charter school’s application, his insider status certainly did
not hurt the charter school’s chances. Not surprisingly, Shoreline Charter
School did receive one of these grants, which paid for many of the school’s
computers.

Indeed, Shoreline Charter School’s impressive array of computer hard-
ware, software, and technical support was testimony to this governing board
member’s facilitation. According to a district administrator, the charter school
had more resources than traditional schools in the district, perhaps more than
they needed. She commented, “They definitely have a lot more equipment
than our regular schools do . . . computers, they’re networked. It’s gotten to
the point now that the donations are not helpful at all. Their equipment is so
new, and most of the donated things can’t even be used.”

In addition to the strong ties that the Shoreline Charter School parents
possessed, the school was intimately connected with the district, which also
helped in the area of grant writing and fund raising. Several people who were
involved in the school were also well connected to—and sometimes married
to—people in the district administration or the school board. The Shoreline
superintendent and a district school board member collaborated to write the
charter proposal. They also secured grants in excess of $100,000 to help start
the school. Interestingly enough, a school board member observed that the
charter school improved the overall image of the district to potential donors.
She said that the charter school was the reason “we got the attention of the
business community.” She added that some district-wide grants had come in
“because the charter was . . . a trusted commodity by grantors.” She said that
the district as a whole was seen as a “quality district,” and the charter had
become further evidence of that to the outside community.

Meanwhile, impoverished Heritage Charter School was in desperate need
of the resources grants and fund raisers could bring. Yet the school had lim-
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ited success in this area. This charter school was started by a founders’ group,
some of whom were connected via a community-based organization. Indeed,
several individuals from this founders’ group were actively involved in the
school. One, in particular, took a leave from her job for several months to serve
as the school’s principal when it needed one unexpectedly.

The founders’ group, which was funded in part through support from
the community-based organization, in turn helped to launch the charter. One
founder noted, “In one way we were more fortunate than other groups try-
ing to start charter schools. We had resources in the beginning . . . a $25,000
start-up . . . [to] buy our copier, buy our fax . . . coffee maker.”

Although the school was indeed fortunate to receive the start-up money,
by its second year of operation it faced severe financial difficulty. Due to an
error in record keeping, it was found to owe the district close to $70,000
mistakenly received when the school overestimated its student enrollment. The
school, however, did not have anyone with either the time or the business
acumen needed to handle financial affairs. It contracted out with a private fi-
nancial manager, but one district official argued that this contractor over-
charged the charter school for the services.

Despite these hardships, Losoya, Heritage’s principal, was optimistic about
the possibilities.

But with charter schools we can . . . get grants and we can go to
private foundations and businesses and we can solicit for money.
We can get entrepreneurship. You know, to increase the level of
funding . . . , for example, if . . . [the school] was getting, let’s say,
$3,500 per child from the district. If that’s all we had, we could do
education at a bare minimum. . . . Just the basics. The bare bones. . . .
But if you go beyond that, we can get grants, donations, foundations,
etc. . . . And once we get that in we can determine what the students
need in order to achieve their potential.

Yet even as he was optimistic, he remained cognizant of the school com-
munity’s lack of available networks. He noted: “You’ve gotta have people. You’ve
gotta have a goal. You’ve gotta have a mission. You have to have community
and state support. You have to have all of that. . . . People. Resources. Things
we don’t have right now.”

In fact, his role as school principal was multifaceted by necessity. During
one of our visits, he had to climb through the heating ducts in an effort to
repair a broken heater. (When he was unable to fix the heater, he and other
governing board members sat bundled in overcoats, shivering during their
meeting that night.)
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Losoya described his duties as follows:

Due to short-handedness, I suppose, and that we are a new school, I’m
doing a lot. . . . I mean I’m a secretary, I’m a [receptionist], I’m a cook,
I’m a janitor, so believe me there’s a difference. I try to do . . . the com-
puter. I’m doing everything. I’m writing grants. I go out and do PR.

Meanwhile, a teacher at Heritage reflected on all the problems associ-
ated with the poverty of the school.

Our biggest challenge right now is finding a site. This is not a good
area. It isn’t. We need to find a site that’s safer for our students, plus
we need our own gym. We need to meet those needs for the students
as well as, we need to work on a lot of things. Our problem now is . . .
we are so limited with money, and people are literally betting on us
closing. It’s kind of hard, but we’re hoping that some rich, wealthy
person will say, Hey, I’ll give you a couple of million dollars. And then
at least some of our challenges will be met and settled, and somehow,
it doesn’t look like it.

What this Heritage teacher did not know was that this is what happened
to Academic Charter School. Indeed, as we noted, while Academic also served
poor students of color, it was in far better financial shape than Heritage or
Community because it had received numerous private donations. In addition
to the support that Academic received from wealthy donors and corporations,
foundations were also interested in supporting this “inner-city” charter school.
Potential donors were given tours of the school, after which they often volun-
teered to fulfill a need. Describing the touring, a parent remarked:

Now this is a big tour and they see all of this and then the potentials in
it. And most times, they do give us something. We’ve had, we’ve
gotten money from, [donors] who gave us $25,000 to put carpet on
the floors . . . To as much as, anonymous donors who have given us a
million dollars over 4 years.

The connections the original contributors had to other potential donors helped
to keep the school financially supported through significant donations.

At Community Charter School, there was no time or staff to pursue grants
and fund raising. Some teachers and former directors were successful at attract-
ing small grants from corporations and foundations. But, overall, Community
Charter School, like Heritage, was greatly in need of resources. One teacher
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discussed the importance of attracting people to the charter school who could
use personal connections to get desperately needed resources. She said:

You really need people who are very familiar with fund raising and
looking for that money. And sometimes you just—who has the time to
do that. You have to hire people who are actually proposal grant
writers who are familiar with the system, so that means you have to
have money for that particular grant writer . . . there have been
donations here and there but not to that great extent.

Thus, in some instances, the charter schools did not need to exert much
effort on fund-raising and grant-writing tasks because of the connections they
had to those who had the money. In other schools, the staff and community
were desperate for resources, but due to heavy workloads and social locations,
they did not have the time, expertise, or connections to raise the amounts of
money they needed.

Parental and In-Kind Support

We found that many of the start-up charter schools in our study benefited
greatly from high levels of parent involvement. In most of the schools we visited,
parents donated significant amounts of time and effort to the schools and pro-
vided both classroom and administrative assistance. In fact, four of the six char-
ter schools discussed in this chapter had mandatory parent contracts that required
parents to spend a minimum number of hours volunteering at the school. Yet
we also found that the types of resources and support parents were able to pro-
vide varied dramatically across communities. Generally, charter schools in high-
status communities were able to draw on the abilities and expertise of professional
parents who were highly skilled in grant writing or teaching courses. Meanwhile,
charter schools in low-status communities had parents whose involvement in the
school more often consisted of performing unskilled tasks related to grounds
keeping and maintenance. If these poorer parents were involved in fund-raising
activities at all, they tended to seek small donations from local businesses. In this
section, we look at parental support in Shoreline, Heritage, Community, and
Academic charter schools because of the contrasts within this group of schools.

Shoreline Charter School required a high level of involvement from its
parents. The parental-involvement contract, which parents had to sign before
their children enrolled in the school, specified that parents must volunteer
80 hours per school year for one child and 120 hours per school year for more
than one child. As noted, this school served mostly children of professional
parents—doctors, lawyers, university professors, computer scientists, and so
forth—and these parents frequently fulfilled their contract requirements by
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teaching, for example, courses in genetics, math, music, or foreign languages.
One teacher described the parent-involvement program, noting that it pro-
vided pro bono expertise that most public schools could not afford.

I have a couple parents who have just been godsent. One is an amateur
astronomer. She has her degree in physics and she does computers
now. . . . She did our Mars webpage. . . . One of the founding parents
. . . has a microbiology background. . . . She brought in all her lab
equipment. [Another parent] taught . . . an advanced math class for
3 years. I didn’t have to deal [with it] at all. He and I met, and he
taught me a ton. A lot of what I do now and how I approach my
mathematics curriculum is because of [that parent’s] influence.

Not only did many of these parents use their expertise to help the school,
but as high-level professionals, many of them had more control over their
schedules, allowing them to donate time during school hours. One parent,
who was also a member of the governing board, noted:

We are fortunate enough that . . . most of our community is affluent
enough that there are parents who either are working but are in a high
enough position where they have flexibility or parents who don’t have
to work full time or who have flexible hours because they are self-
employed who can make themselves more available than would happen
in a district where the people were not so affluent.

Shoreline’s parents also served as liaisons between the school and various
local corporations (often where they were employed) or donated other kinds
of services such as catering or construction services. And, as mentioned ear-
lier, many parents helped write or evaluate grants.

At Heritage Charter School, where there were no parent contracts or
volunteer requirements, parents donated time and expertise to the degree they
could. However, they were not able to satisfy their school’s tremendous re-
source needs. Parents who had the time to donate did so most often as class-
room volunteers, acting as tutors and classroom aides. Yet, as one parent noted:

Our families aren’t in that economic bracket where one parent can
work and the other one doesn’t have to. We do have a few parents that
are here during the day, . . . and those parents are not necessarily from
wealthy families, some of them have very low incomes but they’re able
to come volunteer and still secure their income. But I just feel like, we
don’t have the time to really become part of the school because we
have to work during the day.
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Thus, while parents and their contributions were valued at Heritage, there
were cultural and socioeconomic barriers that prevented meaningful involve-
ment. In addition, some parents felt intimidated by the prospect of being in-
volved. One parent commented on this phenomenon.

We need to make parents aware that they have that option and then
more aware of how important it is to take that option. . . . I don’t
think we have a group of parents that are used to thinking of them-
selves as making a difference in the school if they’re there. We are
primarily a working-class economic bracket where you don’t even
think of yourself as a potential educator or tutor. We don’t think of
ourselves that way, so we don’t think that we’d be valuable in the
classroom.

Meanwhile, Heritage’s teachers attempted to satisfy the school’s tremen-
dous resource needs by donating their own resources; one teacher mentioned
that the teachers often bought food to feed students who came to school
hungry. According to Principal Losoya: “For the most part we clean our own
rooms and that type of stuff. We don’t have a cook. We don’t even have a
lunch program. So, at first we were taking out of our own pockets to go and
buy food to make sandwiches for the kids.” Some parents, the principal noted,
had written small food service grants for the school in recent years and had
gotten some food donated to the school.

Community Charter School, located in the same impoverished school
district as Heritage, faced many of the same problems in terms of obtaining
the kind of parent volunteerism and donations that Shoreline had. Parents at
Community Charter School were required to volunteer at the school 4 hours
per month, and the parents had donated a great deal of time to the school in
terms of cleaning and maintaining the physical plant, installing sidewalks, and
performing janitorial tasks. Yet there was a clear need at this school for more
large-scale fund raising that charter schools like Shoreline do through their
parents’ networks and support.

Community Charter School took advantage of some of the cultural re-
sources in its community and had volunteers come in and teach a variety of
courses, including art, history, and literature. Generally, however, this charter
school had been struggling financially since it first opened. This strain, as Prin-
cipal Henderson described it, prevented teachers from utilizing parent time
in a more effective way.

One of the problems that we have had here is that we are a start-up
school, and you know, we have had very little support. We have really
[gone] from crises to crises, and a lot of our time has been spent
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putting out fires rather than moving ahead. And one of the ways that
we haven’t been able to really reach out is to reach out to parents as
much as we would like to.

At Academic Charter, in-kind donations were a large component of the
charter’s operation. However, as described earlier, most of these donations
were from corporations, and not the local community, which was fairly poor.
Like many other charter schools, parents at Academic were required to vol-
unteer at the school a minimum of 3 hours per month, and like at Commu-
nity, at Academic this involvement often took the form of grounds keeping
and janitorial services, such as cleaning. Some parents, however, helped the
school solicit local organizations and businesses for funds, and several led tours
around the campus for prospective funders. But the parents at Academic Char-
ter School clearly lack the connections to major corporations and donors that
Shoreline parents have.

Parents at Academic Charter School, like at Heritage and Community,
found it difficult to volunteer often, because they had less flexibility in their
work schedules to come and help out at the school during the day. Yet, as one
Academic parent described, some parents found ways to volunteer despite this
difficulty.

You know, there is a certain group who come in the morning who
work with breakfast and the clean-up after breakfast and those are the
ones I feel who have time in that early morning to do that. We have
one parent who finds time to go and buy the things that we need for
the after-school children. . . . We have parents who will come and just
help. Like, for example, my wife . . . she will come once a week and
she usually goes down to the primary office, and helps straighten up
things there, orders supplies that they need for their supply room.

These disparities in access to private resources also exist in non-charter
schools, as the amount of resources any school receives is often dependent on
the type of community—poor or affluent—it serves. However, we found that
such disparities in resources are magnified in start-up charter schools, which
are, as other researchers have documented, particularly resource-needy (see
Chapter 4, this volume; RPP International, 1997).

IMPLICATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

As we observed the spectrum of activities in which charter school com-
munities engaged in order to gain the private resources they needed to thrive,



126 Where Charter School Policy Fails

we saw vast inequities emerging across schools. While inequality is not unique
to charter school reform, what is unusual is the exclusivity and isolation de-
veloping across many charter school communities located in wealthy and poor
neighborhoods, even as these schools are joined under the same umbrella of
charter school reform. The networks in these communities—and the types of
social or economic capital these networks provide for schools—enable some
schools to maintain or create their privilege, while other schools fall even fur-
ther behind.

Furthermore, charter school reform is unique in that it leaves partially
“publicly funded” schools starved for resources to pay for fundamental things,
such as buildings and equipment. At every start-up school we visited, respon-
dents called for more start-up funding from the federal and state governments
and individual schools districts. All start-up charter schools need a tremen-
dous amount of resources.

Thus, charter schools exist within a policy framework that leaves them
no choice but to scramble for private resources. We have witnessed the tre-
mendous disparity in the resources gathered between charter schools that begin
in low-status communities versus charter schools that are started by more privi-
leged and powerful individuals and serve more diverse communities. We worry
that many well-intentioned educational reformers have embraced the poten-
tial of charter school reform while forgetting the resource inequities that the
reform fails to address (Wells, Lopez, Scott, & Holme, 1999). Due to decades
of public neglect, many California schools are racially, politically, economi-
cally, and socially isolated, literally cut off from networking opportunities.
Charter school reform in such communities means either starting a school that
lacks many fundamental resources or partnering with an outside organization
that may or may not allow low-income parents and students to have a great
deal of voice in how the school is run.

We suggest that if policy makers, school district officials, educational
practitioners, and researchers want to redress the inequalities we saw emerg-
ing from charter school reform as it currently is constructed, they consider
our recommendations. First, we suggest that start-up funds be targeted to
charter schools in high-poverty communities—for example, schools in which
most students qualify for free or reduced-price lunch and/or Title I funding.
Furthermore, these start-up funds should come in grants, not loans. At the
same time, community-based, as opposed to EMO-founded and run, charter
schools should be given priority in receiving these grants. In other words, this
money should be used to fund truly grassroots charter schools as opposed to
those run by either for-profit corporations or other non-profit educational
service providers.

Second, district officials should ensure that charter schools in poor com-
munities are made aware of the public and private resources for which they
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may qualify. Technical assistance should be offered to these communities,
which may not have the connections or expertise needed to apply for such
resources.

Finally, policy makers, practitioners, and researchers must wrestle with
the implications that the blurring of private and public spheres might have
for the future of public education. Further research could shed light on how
one of the central arguments for charter schools—creating innovative learn-
ing environments that also empower communities—is circumscribed by
schools’ access to resources, both public and private. Start-up charter schools,
due to their smaller size and other constraints, are unable to subsist on pub-
lic monies alone. Facing this reality means accepting that charter school
reform is part of the trend toward privatization in public education (Wells
& Scott, 1999).

Related to this issue, researchers and policy makers should consider the
relationship between resource inequity and the proliferation of educational
management organizations in charter school reform. There are myriad impli-
cations of the growing involvement of EMOs in public school management.
Thus far, the research on EMOs by outside evaluators is still emerging (see
Richards, Shore, & Sawicky, 1996), but it has raised serious questions about
accountability, effectiveness, access, and equity (Miron, 2000; Toch, 1998;
Winerip, 1998).

Clearly, the successful implementation of charter school reform requires
heavy reliance on private resources and the private sector. While we have pro-
vided an initial look at one aspect of this trend, further research is needed to
document the various forms privatization can take, and what the effects will
be on all school environments.
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Charter school reform was designed to allow groups of people to create
educational communities grounded in their shared values and beliefs about
schools—whether these beliefs related to parent involvement, discipline, or
curricular themes. According to California law, charter schools are intended
to “provide parents and pupils with expanded choice in the types of educa-
tional opportunities that are available within the public school system.” In this
chapter, we discuss what this autonomy to create a school grounded in a shared
set of values means to the people who engage in this reform and what the
implications of their actions might be for student access to their schools and
the public educational system in general.

What we have learned is that perhaps the most salient manifestation of
charter schools’ autonomy to create school communities is the freedom they
have to allow their shared values and beliefs to shape their understanding of
which students and parents “fit” into a school community and thus who should
attend. Furthermore, charter school operators have much more power than
most regular public school educators to act on these preferences. That is,
through the use of several mechanisms that shape charter schools’ recruitment,
admissions, and disciplinary processes, charter school operators can exclude
students who do not fit the culture or norms of the school. Thus, alongside
the community-building and mission-shaping aspects of charter school reform,
lie a set of more difficult issues related to student access. For instance, our
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data suggest that charter schools are making as many—or more—choices about
which students and parents will attend, as parents and students are making
choices about which charter schools they would like to attend.

As explained in Chapter 1, much of the rhetoric in favor of school choice
policy focuses on the market metaphor of school reform in which schools
compete for students and thus thrive or fail based on their market ability to
attract “customers.” Within such a “marketplace” individual schools theoreti-
cally strive to distinguish themselves as serving particular market niches, and
parents respond to this market diversity by finding the right educational niche
that best serves their children (see Brantlinger, Majd-Jabbari, & Guskin, 1996;
Cookson, 1994; Gewirtz, Ball, & Bowe, 1995).

Indeed, charter school founders, operators, and constituents at differ-
ent sites commonly expressed a desire to establish and maintain an image or
identity of distinction for their educational communities in order to create
niches in the educational marketplace. But in reality, the identity-building
process is often more about the choices that charter schools are able to make
in terms of who attends than it is about giving parents and students more
choice.

In this chapter, we describe charter school operators’ efforts to form dis-
tinct school communities grounded in shared values and beliefs—what we refer
to as “identity-building” efforts—in terms of how they distinguish themselves
within the context of their school districts and local communities. Further-
more, we consider how these distinctions relate to which students and par-
ents are “desirable” in the eyes of charter school operators. We also consider
how, despite the fact that many charter school operators say they greatly value
“diversity” in their schools, their distinctions about who is “desirable” and
who is not are often related in subtle, cultural ways to the social class, race/
ethnicity, and/or primary language of the students. And finally, we describe
how charter schools, unlike most regular public schools, are able to act on
these distinctions by using specific mechanisms to structure who attends and
who remains.

In this way, the community-building efforts that charter school reform
fosters often stand in direct opposition to rhetoric about valuing “diversity”
(Holmes, 1992). In other words, many of the shared “values” and “beliefs” that
shape charter schools are strongly influenced by deep cultural and structural
barriers. For instance, parents who can afford to be involved in certain ways, or
give more resources to the charter schools, are more highly valued simply be-
cause they have time and money. Furthermore, parents who historically have
succeeded in school and thus have been treated well by educators probably
have a more positive orientation toward involvement in schools than parents
who have had fewer such positive experiences in the past (Lareau, 1989).
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Given these cultural and structural issues and the fact that we live in a
very unequal society, it is difficult to create “homogeneous” school commu-
nities without creating further separation along racial/ethnic, socioeconomic,
linguistic, and other cultural dimensions. Indeed, Wells, Holme, Lopez, and
Cooper (2000) demonstrate that early evidence from various states with large
numbers of charter schools suggests that this is indeed the trend—charter
schools are more segregated by race and social class than the already segre-
gated public schools.

In the sections that follow, we first describe how charter school founders
and operators build “cultural communities” of people with similar moral val-
ues and beliefs. This shared sense of “morality,” which in turn contributes to
the schools’ identity-building efforts, defines charter schools in opposition to
other public schools and, thus, as deserving of recognition. Second, we give
examples of the mechanisms by which charter school operators are able to
structure their school communities—by controlling who gets in and who stays
in—so that most students and parents share similar values and beliefs about
schooling. And finally, we relate these findings to issues of racial/ethnic and
social-class segregation and isolation—within charter schools and the larger
public educational system.

We excluded from our consideration the three charter schools from the
UCLA study that were home-schooling and/or independent study operations
as not helpful in our efforts to explore the ways in which charter school re-
form gives people greater flexibility to shape, structure, and bound who par-
ticipates in these educational communities and who is valued within them. For
this chapter, then, we focus on data from the 14 “in-house” charter schools in
the UCLA study that exemplified places where people shared a schooling space
and negotiated relations on an everyday basis.

CULTURAL COMMUNITIES AND INSTITUTIONAL IDENTITIES

Castells (1997) talks about communities as “cultural communes” that in-
clude three main features: First, they appear as reactions to prevailing social
trends; second, they are defensive identities that function as refuge and soli-
darity to a hostile, outside world; and third, they are culturally constituted,
that is, organized around a specific set of values whose meanings are marked
by specific codes of self-identification. According to Castells, these factors create
a community of “believers.” We have certainly seen this occur in charter
schools. Charter school identities emerge as reactions to contemporary social
trends such as the emphasis on more decentralized, local control over schools
in a way that allows people to pursue their own ideals about schooling, often
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in opposition to other public schools. Furthermore, “culture,” as it relates to
shared beliefs and values about education, tends to play a large role in the
creation and maintenance of charter schools.

Related to this notion of cultural communes is Clark’s (1992) work
regarding institutional identity in higher education. He writes about the
development of an “organizational saga” that brings people together and
helps them stay together by creating a sense of uniqueness and loyalty. He
notes:

The most important characteristic and consequence of an organizational saga is
the capturing of allegiance, the committing of staff to the institution. . . . Deep
emotional investment binds participants as comrades in a cause. Indications of
an organizational legend are pride and exaggeration; the most telling symptom
is an intense sense of the unique. . . . An organizational saga turns an organiza-
tion into a community. (p. 235)

Charter school founders, educators, and parents in our study talked a
lot about their uniqueness, compared with other schools in their districts
and neighboring communities. By viewing themselves as unique, they suc-
ceeded in binding people together and securing loyalty to the charter. As
Ford (1995) argues, “A cultural community has autonomy in that it can exert
influence over individual members, construct morality, values, and desires,
and provide an epistemological framework for its members” (p. 461). Simi-
larly, we found that charter schools provided a framework of moral values
and beliefs for their members and instilled an institutional identity for the
educational community as a whole. Central to this identity are the types of
students and parents these charter schools serve.

In their study of school choice in the United Kingdom, Gewirtz and col-
leagues (1995) discuss how families, as consumers, are categorized by school
officials into two groups: desirable families and undesirable families. Desirable
families are those with well-behaved students with high measured “ability” and
well-educated and wealthy parents. Undesirable families, on the other hand, are
those with students who are perceived to be “less able,” those with special needs
or behavioral problems, and parents viewed as not valuing education.

In this way, charter schools, as schools of choice, convey—through pro-
motional literature, mission statements, and recruitment strategies—certain
preferences and understandings about who is a good match as they engage in
identity-building efforts and try to secure a niche in the educational market-
place. As Gewirtz and colleagues (1995) explain, “Whilst the market might
foster a greater degree of responsiveness to parental desires and preferences, it
is only the preferences of particular groups of parents which effectively ‘count’”
(p. 143).
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Similarly, we learned that desirable parents’ values and beliefs about
schooling affect charters in several ways. For instance, in creating a charter
school, founders, educators, and parents may coalesce around some shared
set of values and expectations about schools, including how students should
behave and how parents must demonstrate their commitment to the school.
The more alike the founders, educators, and parents are in terms of their under-
standings of these issues, the easier the process is. And the more powerful and
desirable the parents with the most financial and in-kind resources, formal
education, and access to networks become, the more say they have in decid-
ing who else gets in.

Many sociologists of education argue that those who have the power to
define the identity and culture of schools are generally those with shared and
valued forms of social and cultural capital—at least within the local context.
For instance, Brantlinger and colleagues (1996) discuss how middle-class
parents’ values factor into the creation of school boundaries, particularly in
terms of social class and, thus, who is welcomed and who is not.

[There is the shared belief] that low-income parents and children do not value
education . . . reverberated through narratives (e.g. “kids don’t see school as
important,” “getting good grades does not matter for them,” “parents don’t
value education,” “they have modest aspirations”). . . . Bourdieu (1984) ob-
serves that affluent people assume that poor people prefer the lifestyles to which
they are condemned by lack of funds. (p. 580)

The middle-class mothers these authors studied set themselves apart from
poor families, defining themselves in opposition to the poor families and le-
gitimizing their own position at the same time, by describing themselves as
“smart, moral, and deserving of superior status and a larger share of material
resources” (p. 581). The authors noted: “Though many of the middle class
mothers were attracted to socially inclusive, integrated ideals of education, they
were intent on having advantaged circumstances for their own kids” (p. 589).

In our study we found that middle- and upper-class parents were more
likely than working- and lower-class parents to be involved in the “charter-
ing” process, since they often had some expertise in the areas of proposal
writing, budgeting and money management, and legal issues. Furthermore,
these more powerful parents had better access to social networks and, in many
instances, the free time of a stay-at-home parent. All of these “assets” were
highly valued by founders’ groups in the process of trying to attain charter
status. Even in low-income communities, those who were most privileged, or
had the most social and cultural capital relative to other parents in the area,
tended to have the most control over what took place in charter schools, how
they were created, and who attended them.
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CHARTER SCHOOL DISTINCTIVENESS AND IDENTITY BUILDING

As noted above, charter schools have greater autonomy than most regu-
lar public schools to create their “distinct” educational communities. This abil-
ity to create communities and niches was more meaningful for new, start-up
charter schools than it was for converted public schools that already had stu-
dents enrolled, although even some conversion schools, over time, strove to
develop a more distinct “clientele.” For instance, in many states, charter schools
are able to institute policies and practices that require a certain level and type
of parental and/or student involvement.

Furthermore, charter schools have the ability to gradually become more
selective over time—in terms of who attends and who is valued. This occurs
as operators and parents more clearly define their shared educational values
and beliefs and establish school goals, guidelines, requirements, and policies
that help maintain and enforce those values. This also occurs because often in
the early stages of the life of a start-up charter school, founders and operators
are forced to recruit parents and students to fill the school. Our data show
that over time, as they cultivate an identity, establish a shared set of values,
and market their distinctiveness, charter schools are able to become more se-
lective about which students and parents are considered desirable.

In the following sections we illustrate some of the identities around which
charter schools were created as cultural communes or communities. We real-
ize that many of the values shaping these school identities also are held by
others not involved in charter schools. But it is important to emphasize that
charter school reform allows people greater autonomy to structure who at-
tends and who is most valued in their school communities. This is especially
problematic, we argue, when perceptions about others’ values and beliefs about
schooling are uninformed and instead tied to status-related characteristics like
race/ethnicity, class, language proficiency, neighborhoods, and so on.

Oppositional Identities: Different from Other Public Schools
and Other Parents

For many charter school founders, educators, and parents, at least some
aspects of their schools’ identities are defined in opposition to other public
schools. In this section, we offer examples of what the charter school founders,
educators, and parents are moving away from, or the ways in which they want
to be seen as “distinct” from other public schools.

In the schools we studied, merely having a charter set the educational
community apart from other schools, giving them a new identity regardless
of whether they did anything differently from other schools in their districts.
Being charter schools gave them an enhanced sense of efficacy that they could
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be “different,” recognition for any innovative or reforming efforts they made,
and pride in the educational community they felt they helped to create. As
with other schools of choice, people believed that they were better than oth-
ers because the schools and the students were chosen (Cookson, 1994; Driscoll,
1993). For instance, affiliates of several of the charters in our study described
themselves and their schools as “new,” “novel,” “unique,” and “special.” A
director of one of the schools we studied noted:

There’s some advantage to just being different because people then
recognize, “Well, geez, that’s [a charter school], they’re different.”
Even when they’re not completely sure what it is, if you’re being
successful—and I think we are—and if people recognize you as being
different, then . . . you have some advantage in gaining their support.

At another charter school, the principal explained:

Well, I think the charter is . . . who we are. . . . I mean, it’s given us an
identity. It’s given us a focus. It’s given us the . . . I don’t know—the
impetus to, to be different. And I don’t mean totally different. I’m not
talking, apples and oranges, but shades of red. We’re a different shade
of red.

Whether real or perceived, the differences between charter schools and
regular public schools were couched in slightly different terms, depending on
the context. Thus, for some, the distinctions relate to issues of safety and se-
curity; for others, the issue was parent involvement. And while issues such as
safety often can be interpreted as proxies for race and class, sometimes race
and class themselves were discussed as issues of distinction. Thus, the topics
of distinction varied to some degree depending on the local context, but the
theme of distinction was robust across all these sites.

Defining Who Does Not Belong: Student and Parent Behavior

One aspect of this oppositional identity in terms of charter schools’ dis-
tinction from other schools is their ability to define who does not belong within
their educational community, often in terms of student and parent behavior.
They also have the autonomy—more so than other public schools—to make
sure that the people who do not belong, do not end up there, either by coun-
seling people out, asking them to leave, or expelling them (these mechanisms
are discussed in more detail in the following section). For instance, at one rural
charter school, a parent said, “If you don’t want to abide by rules, fine. Go to
school somewhere else. And that’s one thing I like about the charter program.”
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This parent also explained that at the charter school he did not “have to worry
about people associating with kids [who] have bad manners, bad language.”
Similarly, some people we interviewed in this community talked about the
charter school and its student behavioral contract, which allowed the educa-
tors there to “disinvite” students who broke the rules or who were not per-
ceived to be committed to the charter school and motivated to make it work.

One former school board member from this district described the char-
ter school’s position this way:

If you’re just lackadaisically doing nothing and the parents are not
involved in helping you understand that you need to do better, and so
forth, then it is possible for us to say, this isn’t the place for you. You
can go any place and sit and dream. Go dream. It’s okay with us. And
we’ve got this long waiting list of people who want an education.

Another school board member talked about the charter school as similar
to a private school because it does not have to deal with families that are not
supportive. She noted, “There are still those families there. In reality, we will
never be free of all of them, because that is what a public school is. The really
bad ones, we would feel comfortable in getting rid of.”

At this same charter school, the student review panel examined cases of
students who were failing academically. Most teachers we spoke with at this
site praised the student review panel for turning discipline around at the school.
Students who did not show enough effort could be excluded. As one educa-
tor at the school explained, “Let me emphasize [we’re] not taking kids out
who can’t do . . . we have a lot of help available for those children [who] need
help. It’s the issue of the student who won’t, who’s wasting our time together.”

Another educator at this school expressed similar sentiment about par-
ents and students who were not “trying” hard enough: “If you’re not making
an effort . . . then we’ve got a limited number of seats and there is someone
out there [who] wants to take advantage of a good system . . . you take your
child, and he can go sit anywhere.” Furthermore, she noted that the charter
was about “making the students responsible.” Thus, she argued that for the
student who was unresponsive and did not take advantage of opportunities or
who was interfering with other students’ opportunities, “we would be in a
position to say, ‘You’re reaching the day when you’re going to be disinvited.
And we have another place for you to go . . . [other] schools that have agreed
to take you.’”

An urban elementary charter school located in a low-income community
had fairly strict parent-involvement and student conduct contracts. Educators
at that school “counseled out” students who were not behaving in accordance
with these contracts. At one of the school’s governing board meetings, staff
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and parents who were present voted to approve a strict attendance policy whereby
students could be asked to leave the school if they were tardy to or absent from
school more than a certain number of days in one semester. It is important to
note that this charter school, like many others, did not provide its students with
any transportation to and from school. Thus, parents had to either drive the
students every morning and evening or rely on mass transportation.

Still, many of the educators and most of the parents on this board said
that the charter school was not for everyone, and if parents could not live up
to the expectations, they needed to find another school. In this way, even
though the school was in a low-income neighborhood, it probably was not
serving the most needy students from that area of the school district. In fact,
many of the parents we interviewed lived far from the school in a more working-
and middle-class neighborhood of the metropolitan area. As one person we
interviewed put it, the parents who heard about and chose this charter school
were not those at the “bottom of the barrel” in terms of involvement in and
support of their children’s education. Likewise, a teacher at this charter school
pointed out that a child who was disruptive would not do well in that educa-
tional community.

At another elementary charter school in a suburban community, several
people said that the Spanish-speaking parents were not as involved, and thus
many of the English-speaking parents were “tired of doing everything them-
selves.” A teacher commented that the Spanish-speaking parents were more
intimidated and uncomfortable than other parents. He described how even
though one Spanish-speaking mother came in to help in his class, it was more
work for him to explain to her how to help than to just do the work himself.
He said, “So I’m sure that’s part of it—the feeling of maybe this is going to
take more time to try to communicate with them. And it’s especially a prob-
lem with my Spanish not being that good.”

Another teacher at this school agreed: “You have some parents who re-
ally want to come in and try who are more work than they are help.” Although
this phenomenon is not unique to charter schools, charter schools, unlike other
public schools, have the freedom to make requirements of students and par-
ents—particularly in terms of behavior and school involvement—and these
requirements affect admissions decisions.

Furthermore, as we noted above, often even when charter schools are
created in low-income communities, we found they tend to serve students who
are relatively privileged—that is, have the most-involved parents, the greatest
access to financial and in-kind resources, and so on—compared with others in
the same community.

At another urban charter school, which also served a low-income popu-
lation, the parent contract is strictly enforced, helping to define who does not
belong at that school. In fact, six families were asked not to re-enroll one fall
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because they had not fulfilled their required “volunteer” hours. Similarly, a
parent at a suburban charter school told us that she was forced to take her
children out of the school, in part because she could not fulfill the parent-
involvement requirement. She said, “The main thing was the time commit-
ment, I did not have the time.” This parent also pointed out that the parents
who were most involved at the charter school were the stay-at-home moms.
“They are very lucky. I wish I could do that, but I can’t right now. It makes
you wonder if charter schools can work in an inner-city area where all the
parents have to work.”

In this way, problem students were not always explicitly “thrown out”
of the charter schools—sometimes they were gently “pushed out” or encour-
aged not to return, or their parents decided that the charter schools were
not going to help them. At one suburban elementary charter school we stud-
ied, a parent talked about the parents who had actively taken their children
out of the school because they were not doing well. A teacher at this school
described the process whereby families reconsidered their “fit” with the
school.

I think the first year, we attracted a lot of dissatisfied consumers—
parents and children who were unhappy with their other school and so
they didn’t come to us because of what we offered so much but
because of what they were needing. And invariably . . . the people who
came to us dissatisfied left dissatisfied because they brought their same
problems with them to our school, and we can’t fix those kinds of
problems. . . . They are no longer with us.

Similarly, another teacher at this school noted that during the school’s
first year, parents were much more likely to send their “problem children” to
the charter to get “fixed.” But she noted that as time went on, parents real-
ized that the charter school was not necessarily their solution and that the
80-hour a year parent-involvement requirement was quite onerous. “Now it
is where the parents have to say, ‘I am willing to come in 80 hours, I’m will-
ing to sign that contract that says, you know, I am volunteering,’ and there is
not that—you know—‘fix it’ [attitude].”

Thus, sometimes the process of figuring out which students do not “be-
long” in a charter school and who are most motivated to be there takes time
and evolves gradually. For instance, a teacher at one of the urban charter high
schools we studied commented on the change in the student population since
the school converted to charter status and thus was able to selectively recruit
out-of-neighborhood students instead of taking anyone the district assigned.
He explained that the students who used to be assigned to the school from
poorer areas of the city did a lot of vandalizing and did not necessarily want to
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be there. He said that since the school became a charter school, the students
and parents who were there wanted to be there.

Furthermore, although the language used to define who fits and who does
not is rarely explicitly about race, in many of the contexts that we studied,
these distinctions often had racial and/or social-class overtones. The degree
to which race and class were conflated with who did not fit depended a great
deal on local context of the charter schools and the demographics of the dis-
tricts in which they were located. For example, an administrator of a neigh-
boring school to one of the rural charters noted that part of the charter school’s
appeal was that there were fewer African American and Latino students there
than in neighboring schools. Thus, he said that the charter school sent out
messages about “safety” that were as much about race as they were about safety.
He said, “After you scratch beneath all of the excuses, it’s like . . . these kids
are too rough and there’s gangs and there’s this and that.”

As we discuss in more detail below, many of the parents and teachers at
several of the charter schools we studied talked about valuing “diversity,”
“diverse cultures,” the “real-worldness” of a racially and socioeconomically
diverse school, and a “normal mix of cultures.” However, despite this phi-
losophy, there was a clear effort on the part of many charter school founders,
educators, and parents to keep certain students of color and/or lower-income
students outside of their schools and thus their cultural communities.

For instance, a school board member in an urban school district argued
that one of the charter high schools in that district discriminated against Latino
students by screening them out before they applied, telling parents that their
children “cannot function here.” She said, “To me, you violate a human law
when kids are either counseled out, or excluded, or parents are not involved,
and so on, and I think that Latino parents were treated shamefully in there.”

Likewise, officials in another school district voiced concern that two of the
charter schools in that community were created, in part, because parents did
not want their children to go to school with African American students. One
district administrator, in particular, argued that the segregation resulting from
charter school reform was less about class and more about race and ethnicity.
She noted that the charter schools in that district were more ethnically homo-
geneous than the school district as a whole, and demographic data substantiate
this claim. A school board member remarked that she was suspicious of the
motives behind the creation of one of the district’s charter schools. “Their rea-
soning for wanting a charter schools was, in my judgment, defensive and social
as opposed to [about] education, [they were about] issues of safety, many of
which sort of, kind of got smoke-screened with a combination of ‘we don’t
want to go to middle school outside of what is comfortable to us.’”

Class issues—sometimes, but not always, conflated with race—also re-
late in some instances to what it is people are trying to get away from in regu-
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lar public schools by creating charters. For example, in one of the rural char-
ter schools we studied, which strongly valued family “support,” assumptions
and perceptions about families being “supportive” were tied to socioeconomic
status. That is, those with lower socioeconomic status were thought to be less
supportive. The following statement, made by a board member in the district
where that charter school is located, illustrates this perception about the “pock-
ets” of students from less-supportive families:

In one of the trailer parks over here, those are the kids we usually have
the trouble with and the parents [who] are not supportive and that
kind of thing. . . . I do not want to sound like a snob. I mean, they’re
fine people but they are just not as interested in education.

Another respondent from this community described “good” parents as
those where “Mom stayed at home” and “Dad had a good job,” indicating
that families with working mothers and fathers with low-paying jobs were less
welcome.

In this section, we demonstrated different ways in which charter school
founders and operators sought to create educational communities that were free
from what they perceived to be undesirable characteristics of other public schools
and some public school students. In the next section, we will look more specifi-
cally at the ways in which these people formed new and distinct identities for
their educational communities and how they defined who did indeed “fit.”

Identity Formation: The Art of Building a Reputation

To the extent that many charter school operators define their schools as
different from regular public schools, they simultaneously must put forth an
image or identity of what they are, if they are not like other schools. Safety,
academic rigor, being like a private school, popularity, parental voice, and
ethnic/racial distinctions all play a role in how the charter school operators
and community members defined the identity of their schools. In this section,
we examine how charter school reformers craft an institutional identity and
how these identity-building efforts demonstrate what they are seeking and what
they are running from in the regular public schools.

Melucci (cited in Carlson, 1997) provides a starting point for thinking
about the relationship between identity and the formation of charter school
communities. He states that the process of establishing a social movement
involves

activating relationships among the actors, who communicate, negotiate and make
decisions; and . . . making emotional investments which enable individuals to



Creating Charter School Communities 141

recognize themselves in each other [and . . . participate in the process of iden-
tity building. (p. 20)

Charter schools can be thought of as localized social movements within
their communities in the sense that they bring people together who share similar
values and beliefs about schools. These groups then work together to create
schools that reflect those values and beliefs and attract like-minded people by
promoting their cultural identities and building reputations based on those
identities.

For instance, charter school founders, educators, and parents often said
that one of the main reasons they created charter schools was because other
public schools were unsafe. At one of the rural elementary charter schools,
parents and educators constantly talked about how the school provided a much
safer environment than other nearby public schools and that it was the “safest
and best spot” in the area. They expressed a lot of pride in the “country school”
atmosphere of the charter. In fact, the “country” identity seemed to symbol-
ize everything that was not “urban,” including safe, White, and not poor. Thus,
not surprisingly, the “country” identity seemed particularly attractive to White
parents and students, as they chose to leave their often more racially diverse
public schools to transfer to the charter school. According to a superinten-
dent in a neighboring school district, this particular charter school sent out
messages to families within his district that it was “better . . . safer . . . and
smaller.” Yet in reality, the charter school was not actually smaller than other
nearby schools, but it was less racially and socioeconomically diverse.

Similarly, a teacher in one of the urban charter high schools we studied
noted:

Students come here because their families perceive the school as being
small and safe and college-preparatory. And the fact that it has [a
multicultural] focus, or the fact that it’s a charter school [doesn’t] play
as big a role as the fact that it’s a small, safe, college-preparatory school.

In fact, safety was also an issue in suburban charter schools. In a subur-
ban charter middle school that we studied, a parent explained that most of
the charter school parents were “absolutely delighted” that their kids were not
going to be “thrown into a situation” like the one at the nearby public middle
school, especially, she said, the parents of girls. “I was just talking to my niece
the other day who is in sixth grade, and it’s been really tough. She doesn’t feel
safe in that school. And I think the kids feel pretty darn safe at [the] charter,
in all ways, emotionally, physically.”

Countless other counselors, teachers, administrators, and parents in most
of the districts we studied also expressed an appreciation of the “safeness” of
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charter schools. In fact, “safety” was often a unifying theme that made the
school different from other schools, or at least led parents, in particular, to
believe that it was.

Another such unifying theme that helped founders, educators, and par-
ents define the identity of their charter school was academic rigor. The vast
majority of the schools in our study identified themselves as academically much
more rigorous than nearby public schools. For instance, at one of the urban
charter high schools we studied, an administrator explained, “We try to main-
tain a certain level of [educational] attainment. . . . Sports teams are good, but
not what attracts them to this school. We have kids going to Berkeley and
Harvard—we are known for that.” At another charter high school, teachers
noted that it was a “serious” place now that it was a charter, a “hard academic”
school. Similarly, people at one of the suburban elementary schools empha-
sized the importance of high achievement test scores and viewed them as a
marker that the charter school was better, that is, more academic, than other
schools in the district.

Exactly what “academic rigor” meant or how that rigor related to cer-
tain outcome measures or instructional strategies varied somewhat from site
to site. Still, with the exception of the charter schools geared toward students
who dropped out or were kicked out of regular public schools, all the charter
schools in our study claimed to be more rigorous than nearby public schools
along one academic dimension or another.

Furthermore, in almost all of the districts we studied, people likened
charter schools to private schools. It appeared that the efforts on the part of
the charter schools to create an image of being like a private school were re-
lated to their efforts to project a sense of distinctiveness, of doing something
different from other public schools in the area. One educator at a rural char-
ter middle school explained, in the context of talking about the school’s re-
quired parent involvement, “We provide a private school education in a public
school.” According to a former school board member in a nearby school dis-
trict, the charter allows the school to be more like a private school because it
can accept, deny, or disinvite students on the basis of the charter. Indeed, the
principal of the charter school noted that his school was no longer limited by
the rules of the state education code in terms of acceptable reasons for expel-
ling students: “To that extent, we’re like a private school. We can say, ‘You
are not adhering to the rules of the charter. You’ve contracted with us. Now
either you do it or you don’t go to school here. That’s the rule.’”

Related to this notion of being like a private school, many people affili-
ated with charters cherished their schools’ popularity—being wanted, chosen,
and in demand—as an essential piece of the school’s identity. The length of
the waiting lists of families trying to get their children into the charter schools
was an important illustration of this popularity. As a teacher at one of the
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suburban elementary charter schools explained, the charter school had become
increasingly popular over the first 4 years of its existence. At the point at which
we studied the school, it had a long waiting list and thus was able to be selec-
tive about which students would be admitted. At some charter schools, these
waiting lists were used to scare students and parents into complying with charter
school policies and practices. For example, at one rural charter middle school,
some students and parents were warned that if they did not “shape up” they
would have to leave because there was a long list of families who wanted to be
there and who were willing to play by the school’s rules.

Another oft-stated component of charter school identities was the supposed
greater importance they placed on parental voice—that is, parents having much
more say in their children’s education and their schools’ decision-making pro-
cesses than they had in regular public schools. For instance, at a suburban ele-
mentary charter school, the school’s philosophy strongly emphasized the value
of parental “involvement,” “say,” “support,” and “interest in their children’s
education.” In this particular educational community, parents were expected
to “buy in” and share a sense of “ownership” in the charter school.

Parents could come up with the ideas and work with a staff liaison to take
care of the specifics of implementation. As one parent and governing council
member explained:

The idea, the concept . . . can either be a parent coming and saying,
“Don’t you think it would be fun if we did this,” or, it can be an
educator or the staff liaison going to a parents and saying, “We could
really . . . we’d like to do something in this area.” We have parents fill
out background sheets, so [we] know what your hobbies are, what
your interests are, what your time frame is, what your educational
background and job is.

Several suburban charter school parents in our study claimed that at the
regular public schools—unlike at the charter schools—meaningful parent in-
volvement was discouraged or deterred after their children reached first or
second grade. Similarly, a mother at another suburban elementary charter
school explained that the teachers at the regular public schools did not know
how to work with her daughter and made unwarranted judgments about her
as a mother. She went on to say that the charter school teachers worked bet-
ter with parents to solve problems without assigning blame.

Another aspect of institutional identity for several—but not all—charter
schools was the distinct and explicit ethnic or racial identity of the founders,
educators, students, and parents associated with these schools. This tended to
be the case when charter schools were serving members of an oppressed “mi-
nority” group and thus their identity was grounded in the schools’ ability to
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serve the unique needs of these students. A teacher in one of these so-called
“ethnocentric” charter schools in our study explained that she had always
wanted to teach U.S. history from her particular racial/ethnic group’s per-
spective. In talking about the relationship between “her people” and the his-
tory she teaches, she said:

We are U.S. history. We were U.S. history before there was the
thirteen colonies, before the Declaration of Independence. We were
U.S. history way before that, and we are U.S. history now . . . I wanted
to teach, to teach U.S. history, our history.

An administrator at this same charter school stated that the purpose of
the school was to provide young students from a particular racial/ethnic group
a sense of their own identity. He talked about the school as “a way of life,”
and said that students identified themselves through the school.

Educators at other ethnocentric charter schools we studied noted simi-
lar issues of needing to provide their students a greater sense of ethnic pride
and a stronger understanding of their own cultural identity. These are char-
ter schools founders and educators who hoped to create “safe spaces” or
“homeplaces” (Collins, 1991; hooks, 1990) for students of a particular
racial or ethnic group. Many of these schools are Afro-centric, Chicano-
centric, or Native American-centric in their curricular focus and orientation.
But whether or not they have such a focus, they have been started by people
within the local communities and thus they represent localized social move-
ments, people of color fighting for greater independence from what they see
as a hegemonic state-run system (see Wells, Lopez, Scott, & Holme, 1999).

Issues of race and class also were discussed in terms of how charter schools
differed from other nearby public schools. While we heard several charter school
educators and parents talk about valuing diversity—an issue we discuss in more
detail below—what this actually meant in practice varied to some degree across
sites. Still, it usually meant that diversity along racial and cultural lines was a
good thing as long as it did not conflict with the core values and beliefs of the
founding parents and educators who defined the school culture, as we will
discuss later in the chapter. As Wells and Serna (1996) found, the “ideology
of ‘diversity at a distance’ is often employed by white parents at strategic
moments when the privileged status of their children appears to be threatened”
(p. 102). Other times, for example, in racially homogeneous schools, this ide-
ology manifests itself more along social-class lines.

Thus, these various efforts on the part of charter schools to define and
affirm their distinct identities can play out differently in different contexts,
with some charter schools emphasizing certain dimensions—e.g., ethnic/
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racial identity—more strongly than others. But in the end, across all the
sites, these identity-building efforts served a critical purpose, defining who
“belongs.”

Defining Who Belongs: Valued Students and Parents

Clearly, part of the process of constructing an identity for a school, is fig-
uring out who belongs there. Thus, the flip side of charter schools’ efforts to
define who does not belong in their educational communities is their discus-
sion and definition of who does belong there and their ability to control which
students are accepted, invited, and allowed to participate in the charter. People
in all of the charter schools we visited talked about wanting to serve students
and parents who “care,” who are “motivated” and “committed” to taking on
part of the “responsibility” for learning, and willing to be held “accountable”
for their actions in and out of school.

For example, at an elementary charter school in a suburban district, a
parent talked about the importance of children at the school developing some
sense of “personal responsibility.” She explained the need for student to be
“self-driven.” At another charter elementary school, the staff explained that
they valued students who were “doing their best” and who showed “effort.”
It was important to a lot of people at this school that students were “respect-
ful” of themselves and others, that they learned “integrity,” and that they were
a “positive social influence in the community.” As one founding parent stated:

We are not afraid to use words like patriotism and dignity and work
ethic. That’s what’s behind our moral code. Trying to teach them
those values that we think maybe have been . . . if not lost, at least
covered over a little bit in the last few years.

At a charter high school, the principal talked at length about the types of
students he wanted to enroll in the school, explaining that he was hoping to
recruit some children from private schools back into the public system. But
he also said he was trying to attract “disadvantaged youth with potential.” At
one point, he summed up his efforts: “We want some private school kids, but
we [also] want to go to the inner city”—as long as those inner-city students
had “potential” as he defined it.

In many places, there also seems to be a shared sense of “valued” parenting
practices related to concern, commitment, and accountability. For instance,
parents at one of the suburban elementary charter schools talked about the
importance of parents teaching children “responsibility” and “accountability”
at home. We heard echoes of this at other charter schools. For instance, one
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respondent at a rural charter school noted, “We believe in the simple things
around here like honesty and accountability. If you do something wrong, you
have to pay the price.”

At a suburban charter school, students and parents were given a handout
on acceptable behavior and expected personal responsibility. Parents were told:

This is our culture. This is what our staff is demanding of your child.
This is what we will demand of you at every school function, every
time you drop off your child at every activity, and if you can’t abide by
this, this is the conflict resolution procedure that we will demand of
you.

As one parent explained, “And that’s all [the handout, etc.] now in the
parent binder. And . . . when [you] come, at the beginning of school, you’re
taken through and you’re told this is it—this is parent behavior!”

And, at an urban high school that we studied, a teacher noted that since
the school became a charter school, it has been enrolling more students who
are “prepared to learn” because the school requires parents and students to
complete an application process to get into the school. According to this
teacher, this means her charter school is attracting parents who are more in-
terested and students who are more willing to work.

Like at many of the charters we studied, educators at a suburban elemen-
tary school claimed to have some of the most involved parents from the local
community. As one parent explained:

I think one of the hardest things for some of the other elementary
schools [in the district] was that they lost some of the parents who
were the most active and who really were willing to put a lot of time
into the school. They did go to [the] charter, you know. And I think
that [happened] a lot. I’ve heard people say, “Oh, we lost [so-and-so]
to the charter.” They see it as losing people to the charter, and they
did to a certain extent because those people are no longer there to do
those kinds of things that they were doing.

Another interviewee discussed being able “to pick from people who not
only just care, but also have . . . the background . . . or the knowledge . . . we
just have an awful lot of people to pick their brains, to pick from . . . and for
advisory [purposes].” A governance board member also talked about “valued”
families in the charter.

There is this group of homes—the first homes that provided a big jolt
in our growth—were probably upper-middle-class homes, with parents
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that were educated and really cared . . . and knew what they were after
for their kids and knew how schools should run and knew what to
expect. And they seemed happy so I think then others thought, “Oh,
well, they’re happy, that’s where we want to be.”

This same person noted, “I know what I was looking for in a private school
education, and I feel that we [at the charter] come as close to it as you can in
a public school situation. Not just because of the charter but because of the
families involved.”

A similar sentiment was expressed by those affiliated with one of the sub-
urban elementary charter schools we studied. Several parents of students in
the school are scientists. A teacher there said that it was hard to be a science
teacher at the charter school because there were so many parents that knew a
lot about technology and had a scientific background. These parents are val-
ued for their skills and expertise, so much so that they are invited to teach
seminars at the school.

It was clear that some parents at another suburban charter school we stud-
ied were more valued than others. One teacher there described “dynamo”
parents, contrasting them to other parents in the school and the means they
have—or do not have—to provide for his class. His view of “dynamo” parents
shaped who within this diverse school community was most valued.

We have some parents who go way overboard. They come to the
school, and they want to do anything and everything. I have one of
those in my room [this year] . . . and I love her to death! I have not
had one single party where [I had to bring stuff]. . . . The first year I
sent notes home, and the parents [in my bilingual class] would send
like a tamale. . . . And you could tell they were pulling out of the
cabinet what they could. That broke my heart. I never did that again.
So I buy all the candy or all the cookies or whatever we are going to
have. This year, this parent called me ahead of time and said, “Don’t
worry about the party.” She went out and, with her own money . . .
like for Valentine’s day she ordered peppermint cookies from the
bakery . . . beautiful cookies with boxes to put them in. A huge
expense. I could never have afforded it. . . . At the end of the year, she
wants to make T-shirts for all the kids, and she’s buying all the stuff
and having it printed.

In addition to wanting well-behaved students and parents, many of the
charter school founders, educators, and parents said, as noted above, that they
also wanted some degree of “diversity” at least in theory. Most frequently,
they talked about diversity in terms of race/ethnicity, although some also used
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“diversity” to refer to socioeconomic status, English-language proficiency, or
even learning ability.

For instance, a teacher at an urban charter high school described the many
dimensions of diversity at his school. “I always wanted to work with a really
diverse student population, so this [charter school] definitely offers that. . . .
Economically, socially, racially, family order-wise, everything . . . handicaps,
physical or mental, sexual orientation, the whole gamut.”

At another charter in our study, a suburban elementary school, parents
and educators openly discussed their interest in exposing the children in the
school to a diverse educational setting. We heard comments such as:

I went to public schools, and I feel that I got a great education, and I
don’t think that it should be any different. I pay my taxes. I expect my
children to be schooled well. I can afford to go to a private school, it’s
not the real world to me—quote, unquote—real world. I want differ-
ent cultures, I want different socioeconomic kids. I want . . . anything
different in this school that could be there.

Another teacher expressed a similar hope for the charter school: “We want
everyone to learn from each other and experience the real world of public school.”

Yet while charter school founders, educators, and parents talked about
valuing “diversity” in terms of their student populations, they also placed tight
controls on the degree and type of diversity through the use of student and
parent “requirements” or contracts. Such restrictions allowed charter schools
to create so-called “diverse” communities that were homogeneous in terms
of students’ and parents’ values and beliefs about schooling and willingness
to abide by school requirements.

For instance, at one rural charter school, there was a lot of discussion about
the “professional and well-educated parents” who lived in the district and sent
their children to the charter school. One respondent explained:

We have superior court judges, we have lawyers, we have, of course,
school teachers, principals, superintendents. We have doctors, pilots,
nurses . . . we have an awful lot of professional people living in our
[school boundaries] who really care about this, and are sending their
children [here] instead of private schools, which makes us feel good, of
course. And they are very supportive and they have an awful lot to
offer, and they were . . . many of them were on the committees when
we were writing the charter.

In one of the urban school districts we studied, a school board member
described one of the charter high schools as “racially integrated but not nec-
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essarily economically integrated.” The board member also noted that although
this particular school was “set up” to “value diversity,” what that means is
that diversity is valued there “as long as you’re middle class in behavior and in
everything else, and as long as you come with the kind of support system where
you’re gonna succeed regardless of where you go.”

Another way of “dealing” with diversity was to keep the number and
percentage of “minority” and low-income students so low that they were eas-
ily assimilated into the White and upper-middle-class culture. In other words,
this was another way of saying diversity is good as long as everyone acts like
“us.” For instance, one teacher noted that “we still have our—you know—
our migrant children and lower socioeconomic children, of course. But they’re
in the environment and they respond.”

Holmes (1992) notes that while many parents genuinely like the idea of
their children growing up with other children from varied social backgrounds,
when given a choice between a “heterogeneous” school that does not con-
form to their educational ambitions for their children and a more “homoge-
neous” one that does, many will choose the latter. Thus, we saw charter school
founders, educators, and parents attempting to deal with the tension between
appreciating diversity and wanting to associate only with people who were like
them. In other words, they strove to create “bounded diversity”—a commu-
nity that could be diverse along some dimensions such as race/ethnicity, as
long as everyone who attended shared similar values and beliefs about educa-
tion and parent involvement. This proved to be a very difficult task and one
that ultimately failed to create diverse schools.

Although the characteristics and behaviors of “valued” students and par-
ents that charter school educators describe are also considered desirable in other
schools, charter schools are able to use a wide variety of mechanisms to en-
sure that “valued” students and parents are attracted to, and remain, mem-
bers of these educational communities. In the next section we describe these
mechanisms.

THE MECHANISMS USED TO STRUCTURE
CHARTER SCHOOL COMMUNITIES

Charter school founders, educators, and parents employ certain mecha-
nisms in their efforts to structure their educational communities to include
only those who share certain values and beliefs and who appreciate the dis-
tinctive identity of the charter school. For instance, charter school educators
talked about how their recruitment and enrollment processes, their student
requirements and discipline/expulsion practices, and their parent-involvement
requirements all shaped who became and who remained a part of these schools.
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All of these mechanisms enable charter school founders and educators
to create a school identity that reflects their values and beliefs about school-
ing. In creating such an identity, people must pay close attention to image
production. Gewirtz and colleagues (1995) define this image-production
process as the creation of messages about the ethos, culture, values, priori-
ties, and “quality” of educational provision. They describe how schools con-
vey their image to the public in a variety of ways, often through policies and
practices, but also through the “glossification” of school imagery. This in-
cludes how school personnel design and present everything from the school
buildings to publicity materials and promotional events, including open
houses. They also can try to manipulate the press coverage of the school and
the school’s symbols, such as uniforms, flags, and icons. Gewirtz and col-
leagues (1995) explain:

The new symbolism is important because it carries a message about what and who
is valued in schools and because . . . it has implications for, and is rooted within,
policies and processes which have practical consequences for children. Through
the symbolism and associated policies and practices the market valorizes certain
kinds of success, activities, behavior, and children, and devalorizes others.
(p. 142, emphasis in original)

Charter schools use such symbols and school imagery, including icons
and uniforms, as well as publicity events, brochures, open houses, tours, and
so on, to help them develop and market charters’ institutional identities. As
Power, Halpin, and Fitz (1994) describe from their study of school choice in
England:

All state schools are now more conscious that the management of their local
reputations is a central aspect of attracting parents. Certainly schools seem more
concerned than ever to “market” themselves through the presentation of glossy
prospectuses and open [houses]. There is also a renewed emphasis on school
uniforms as an outward sign of good discipline. (p. 220)

We found evidence of such imagery and marketing in the mechanisms
that charter schools used to shape their educational communities. A teacher
at one of the urban charter high schools we studied described the marketing
of this school.

We are selling a product here. And we have to get that message across
to parents that this is a product and, you know, this is what you will
get if you come here. Nobody is going to force you to come to [this
school] but [if you do] this is what you will get.
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The mechanisms discussed here relate to recruitment, admissions, and
enrollment; student academic requirements and discipline/expulsion practices;
and parent-involvement requirements.

Recruitment, Admissions, and Enrollment Processes

Charter schools have increased control over who enrolls and participates
in them, beginning with publicity, information dissemination, and recruiting
strategies. In terms of publicity and information dissemination, some of the
charter schools we studied sent out information about their schools in dis-
trict-wide brochures, along with other schools in the district. Some of them
posted flyers in the local community or sent out mailers to families within their
attendance boundaries. Also some placed ads in the newspaper and gave tours
to interested parents and students. Still others had school representatives—
usually the principal and sometimes students as well—travel around, making
presentations about the charter, to inform, recruit, and raise money for the
school.

Yet what is most interesting about these publicity and information-
dissemination tactics is that while they could be used equitably to make the
charter’s programs known to all students in the district, this was not always
the case. Some charter schools chose to target the specific populations that
were seen as “valuable” or “desirable” by the charter school community. In
addition, often marketing efforts to publicize oversubscribed charter schools
were curtailed altogether. As a principal at one charter high school explained:

In the beginning, 4 or 5 years ago . . . we were marketing ourselves.
I’m not saying we don’t market now . . . but I don’t have to go out
and find more students because we have enough. We’re kind of in a
position that we don’t want to over-market ourselves and disappoint a
lot of people.

Admissions priorities and requirements exemplify another way in which
charters are able to shape who is a part of them, more so than other public
schools. Most of the charter schools in our study implemented some sort of
admissions criteria. These criteria specified which students had priority to at-
tend the school and which students and parents fit well into the charter school
and thus would succeed in that particular educational community.

Furthermore, although many of the charter schools we studied stated that
they operated on a “first come, first served basis,” in reality, the process was
much more complicated. For instance, the charter schools that were oversub-
scribed usually gave priority to certain students—for example, those who at-
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tended the school before it was a charter school, those who had siblings there,
or those whose parents worked there. Beyond these priorities, the first-come,
first-served policy favored parents with the most access to information about
schools and choice within their districts, because of the limited recruitment
strategies and the requirements associated with the admissions process.

For instance, as part of the admissions or application process, several
schools required some sort of parent/student meeting with school officials.
Such meetings ranged from an informal chat, where the school culture was
described to families, to more of an interview, where students’ abilities and
interests were assessed along with parents’ level of commitment to education
and school service. Charter school affiliates described to us how this meet-
ing/interview time often was used as an opportunity to make sure there was
a fit between the charter identity—its mission, policies, and practices—and
the family. For instance, the principal of an urban charter high school described
how the meetings with students and parents provided an opportunity to gauge
whether the students would be successful at his school.

The students who don’t want to be here aren’t successful. Seriously.
There are students whose families force them to go here, and now
we’ve learned with our presentations and our applications processes, if
you don’t want to come, don’t come. They’ll do everything possible to
flunk out or to get kicked out or just to not succeed, and who needs it?
There’s a couple of kids who went to a very progressive school, with
no classes and independent studies. It’s clear that they won’t fit, so
we’re counseling and asking them to encourage their family [to] go
someplace [else].

A teacher at another urban charter high school noted that the admis-
sions interviews that the staff conducted with parents and students were
“key” because they asked students if they knew that this was a college-prep
school with a lot of requirements and no music or drama. She said, “We just
want to make sure kids know what they are getting into when they come
here.”

In addition to admissions meetings, these two charter high schools also
required students to write essays about why they wanted to attend the school.
These admissions requirements allowed the charter schools’ staff to filter
through applicants to ensure that their shared values and beliefs were supported
and upheld. The principal of one of these schools explained the importance of
admissions requirements.

What we found is . . . the applications . . . are a pretty good screening
process for commitment. Lots of kids are weak. That’s fine. But . . . by
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getting all these things we know they want to come. The ones that
aren’t happy, they don’t stay. We turn away hundreds and hundreds of
kids, so we can fill [their slots]. It’s like, “go somewhere where you’re
happy.” And, to be honest, we’re not good for everybody.

Student Academic Requirements and
Discipline/Expulsion Practices

As discussed earlier, charter schools often state explicit expectations and
requirements of students, in terms of academic performance, “effort,” and be-
havior, in their charters, mission statements, and policies. Unlike other public
schools, charter schools are legally able to enforce these student requirements,
mainly through the use of contracts and discipline/expulsion policies and
practices. Most of the charters we visited had such requirements, policies, and
contracts in place. They could ask people to leave the schools if they did not
“live up” to the charters or the “contract.” The specific requirements within
these contracts or charters varied, but they included matters related to stu-
dents “making an effort” or “trying hard enough,” being tardy or absent, or
not abiding by the rules of the school’s conduct code.

For example, a teacher at an urban charter school described how the
contract was used.

I had one kid tell me—he was in the fourth grade—he told me I was
full of shit, in front of the whole class, and then walked out. So what
I did when class was over, I called his parents at work immediately
and we had a parent conference, and what they did is put him on
contract, and if anything happened for the rest of the semester he
was out of here. He straightened out. They know. Just the
reputation of [this school], the students want to be here, and [the
school staff] are not going to let you continue to screw around and
stay here.

Another parent, at a suburban elementary charter school, commented, “It
is nice to have some ‘teeth’ when you need ‘teeth’ as far as discipline and hav-
ing children be accountable for themselves and the work.” A teacher at the same
school expressed a similar sentiment about the student contract.

I just feel that it holds the students and the parents much more
responsible, and it’s much easier for us as teachers and [for] our
principal to enforce our rules and our standards and our expectations.
And I think that our school has very minimal discipline problems
because of that. It’s made a huge difference, huge.
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Another urban charter high school in our study had an academic pro-
bation policy, which an administrator referred to as a way to get rid of stu-
dents who were not trying hard enough. On the student’s application to the
charter school, the policy states that students with three or four failing grades
are placed on academic probation, and students with five or six failing grades
can be “moved out” if they do not show improvement in the next grading
period. After the three or four failures, a counselor sends a letter to the
student’s home. If there are additional failures, the counselor refers the stu-
dent to a student-success team—comprising the student, his or her parents,
and educators—“to evaluate what is going on.” The administrator went on
to say that a lot of the failures occurred because of attendance problems,
because if students missed too many classes they automatically failed the
course. Furthermore, three tardies to class equals a failure. The administra-
tor noted that students who did not improve their attendance were sent back
to their “neighborhood schools.” Inherent in this statement is the assump-
tion that the students who “fail” are not the wealthy students who live near
the schools and for whom the charter is their neighborhood high school.
She also talked about enforcing a dress code at the school—no baggy pants,
no hats, no dresses that look like slips—as a way to control who is in and
who is out. Other charters we visited also chose to set a dress code for simi-
lar reasons. Yet, in setting such codes, the charter schools also sent messages
about whose culture was valued, as some of the articles of clothing were more
likely to be worn by students of certain racial/ethnic backgrounds.

In a discussion of the purpose of the student contracts at one of the rural
charters we studied, a teacher noted that if families there did not fulfill the
requirements of the contract, the child could be asked to go elsewhere. She
remarked, “It cut through the red tape, a lot of red tape, other schools would
have to go through. [The founder’s] idea was that he didn’t want people
taking up space, you know, he wanted kids and families that wanted to learn.”

Parent-Involvement Requirements

As with students, charter schools also specify expectations and require-
ments of parents in their charters, school missions, and policies; and unlike
other public schools, charters are able to enforce these parents requirements,
mainly through the use of contracts. Charter schools sometimes ask parents
to read to their children, go over their homework, and encourage “appropri-
ate” behaviors—those in accordance with school behavior codes, and so forth.
However, the most common requirement that the charter schools we studied
made was that parents volunteer at the school and participate in school activi-
ties, a certain number of either hours or events per school year. And, charters
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reserved the right to ask families to leave if parents did not “live up to the
charter” or meet the requirements specified in the “contract.”

A parent and governance council member at one of the suburban charter
schools we studied talked about how her school enforces the parent contract.

If they can’t fulfill their parents’ participation hours, they must request
an exemption, and present their explanation and a committee will meet
and determine, do we grant them an allowance, do we give them an
extension, do we make it null and void?

Founders, educators, and parents at some of the charter schools we stud-
ied talked about not allowing families to re-enroll for the fall when parents had
not fulfilled the required volunteer time or participated in enough school ac-
tivities. Although it was not always clear how often this actually took place ver-
sus how often parents and students removed themselves from the schools, the
right that charters have to remove students “scares” families into either abiding
by the school “rules” or leaving on their own. For example, at an urban elemen-
tary charter school we studied, a teacher told the following anecdote: “The
parents all have to [put in] 30 hours. They don’t all do it, but they figure they
owe us, so if you tell them their kid is screwing up, they say, ‘Oh, OK, I’ll get
right to it, because I don’t want to be [singled out] for not doing my job.’”

The superintendent of a neighboring school district to one of the rural
districts we studied raised another issue about the use of contracts in charter
schools. He drew attention to the relationship between the contracts and who
was attracted to the school.

I think that contract business certainly culturally fits in much more
nicely with people who understand the nature of contracts and the
mutual promises that, you know—you make an offer and I accept. You
know that’s more of a, you know, educated person shtick than it is
some poor soul who’s trying to slug out a living on, you know, out
picking cotton, who wouldn’t have a chance in a million to spend so
many hours a day at the school. Most of those folks are running for
their lives.

He makes the point that people who are less educated, working class, and/
or have lower socioeconomic status are less likely to be familiar with contracts
and therefore either feel intimidated by them or not understand the serious-
ness with which they are expected to take the contracts. Furthermore, they
probably have less time and means to actually meet the requirements outlined
in charters’ parent contracts.
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Returning to the very issues that frame this chapter, Holmes (1992) writes
that the assumptions underlying the importance of parent-involvement require-
ments in schools can stand in opposition to articulated desires to serve stu-
dents from diverse backgrounds. He writes that many of the assumptions
behind the popularity of the liberal, common school model of parent involve-
ment merit analysis. Such assumptions, he notes, include the beliefs that all
“parents have the time and ability and the inclination to become involved”
and that “parents of limited education feel confident to participate alongside
more successful, more affluent parents, without humiliating their children.”
He notes:

But that is precisely what is questionable. It is ironic that sharing
should be so important and so practical in the very situation where
there are not shared beliefs, shared philosophical and educational
assumptions, shared religions and shared cultures. . . . Heterogeneity
and diversity are claimed to be virtues, demands the sharing of the
school’s values. (p. 65)

In other words, the parent-involvement requirements and contracts of
the charter schools we studied, as well as the other mechanisms described in
this section, allowed charter school founders, educators, and parents to
“bound” the diversity that they said they so highly valued. The mechanisms
serve as symbols of charter schools’ distinct identities in the landscape of pub-
lic education. At the same time, they enable people in charter schools to
decide which students and parents are included in these new educational
communities.

CONCLUSION: CHARTER SCHOOL COMMUNITIES
AND THE COMMON GOOD

Charter school reform provides a legal tool that groups of people, includ-
ing founders, educators, and/or parents, can use to bound diversity within an
educational community around values and beliefs about schooling. In creat-
ing charter schools, the founders and participants we studied went through a
process of identity building in which they defined the distinction of their schools
and understandings of who fit in and who didn’t. Salient issues in this process
included things like safety, academic rigor, accountability, being like a private
school, popularity, parental voice, and ethnic/racial identity. As charters, they
were able to use mechanisms such as targeted publicity and recruiting, admis-
sions criteria, and parent and student contracts that let certain people in and
kept others out.
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Certainly, social stratification and segregation along race and class lines ran
rampant in the public education system long before charter school legislation
was passed, often due to housing markets, district attendance boundaries, and
so forth. However, we find that charter schools emerge as sites where distinc-
tions about who belongs and who does not tend to be more clearly articulated
by educators, parents, and students than they do in regular public schools. Fur-
thermore, charter school legislation allows members of charter school commu-
nities to act on these values and beliefs through the use of mechanisms that most
other public schools cannot—or have not—implemented.

While clearly there are important perceived benefits to these community-
building efforts on the part of the people who are included in them, there are
obviously broader implications in terms of how these efforts affect student
access to educational opportunities more generally. It is important for educa-
tional research to document this process of diversity bounding and consider
what it means for the educational opportunities of all students.

Acknowledgment. We would like to thank Makeba Jones for reading a draft of
this chapter and providing valuable feedback.

REFERENCES

Bourdieu, P. (1984). Distinction: A social critique of the judgment of taste. Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press.

Brantlinger, E., Majd-Jabbari, M., & Guskin, S. L. (1996). Self-interest and liberal
educational discourse: How ideology works for middle class mothers. Ameri-
can Educational Research Journal, 33(3), 571–597.

Carlson, D. (1997). Making progress: Education and culture in new times. New York:
Teachers College Press.

Castells, M. (1997). The power of identity. Malden, MA: Blackwell.
Clark, B. (1992). The distinctive college. New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Publishers.
Collins, P. H. (1991). Black feminist thought: Knowledge, consciousness and the poli-

tics of empowerment. NewYork: Routledge.
Cookson, P. (1994). School choice: The struggle for the soul of American education.

New Haven, CT: Yale University Press.
Driscoll, M. E. (1993). Choice, achievement, and school community. In E. Rassell

& R. Rothstein (Eds.), School choice: Examining the evidence (pp. 147–172).
Washington, DC: Economic Policy Institute.

Ford, R. T. (1995). The boundaries of race: Political geography in legal analysis. In
K. Crenshaw, N. Gotanda, G. Peller, & K. Thomas (Eds.), Critical race theory.
New York: The New Press.

Gewirtz, S., Ball, S. J., & Bowe, R. (1995). Markets, choice and equity in education.
Buckingham, UK: Open University Press.



158 Where Charter School Policy Fails

Holmes, M. (1992). Educational policy for the pluralist democracy: The common school,
choice, and diversity. Washington, DC: Falmer Press.

hooks, b. (1990). Yearning: Race, gender, and cultural politics. Boston: South End
Press.

Lareau, A. (1989). Home advantage: Social class and parental intervention in elemen-
tary education. London: Falmer Press.

Power, S., Halpin, D., & Fitz, J. (1994). Parents, pupils, and grant-maintained schools.
British Educational Research Journal, 20(2), 209–225.

Wells, A. S., Holme, J. J., Lopez, A., & Cooper, C. W. (2000). Charter schools and
racial and social class segregation: Yet another sorting machine? In R. Kahlenberg
(Ed.), A notion at risk: Preserving education as an engine for social mobility
(pp. 169–222). New York: Century Foundation Press.

Wells, A. S., Lopez, A., Scott, J., & Holme, J. J. (1999). Charter schools as postmodern
paradox: Rethinking social stratification in an age of deregulated school choice.
Harvard Educational Review, 69(2), 172–204.

Wells, A. S. & Serna, I. (1996, Spring). The politics of culture: Understanding local
political resistance to detracking in racially mixed schools. Harvard Educational
Review, 62(1), 93–118.



CHAPTER 7

California’s Charter
School Teachers

The Embedded Context
of Professionalism

ASH VASUDEVA and CYNTHIA GRUTZIK

159

Where Charter School Policy Fails: The Problems of Accountability and Equity. Copyright © 2002 by Teachers College, Columbia University.
All rights reserved. ISBN 0-8077-4249-X (pbk.), ISBN 0-8077-4250-3 (cloth). Prior to photocopying items for classroom use, please con-
tact the Copyright Clearance Center, Customer Service, 222 Rosewood Dr., Danvers, MA 01923, USA, tel. (508) 750-8400.

Arguably the most highly touted aspect of charter school reform is the free-
dom and autonomy it grants to teachers. Released from the constraints of
district bureaucracies or contract-bound unions, charter school educators are
supposed to create fertile sites for educational innovation (Nathan, 1996;
Vanourek, Manno, & Finn, 1997). Indeed, some of the earliest supporters of
this reform movement included those who saw charter schools as sites of teacher
empowerment. For instance, Ray Budde (1989), a founding father of the
charter school movement, saw it as a teacher-led reform that could give edu-
cators more professional autonomy. Furthermore, American Federation of
Teachers’ leader Albert Shanker (1994) was one of the earliest proponents of
the chartering concept, noting that charter school educators had “the power
to do their own thing and, presumably, to make their school what they think
it ought to be—without interference from the central office or the school
board” (p. 1).

Indeed, Seymour Sarason (1998), doyen of American education, writes
that charter school reform has the potential to create new schools that side-
step the bureaucratized, burdensome regularities that afflict the culture of
existing school systems. In this way, Sarason’s hope for charter schools rests
on one of the most pronounced assumptions underlying charter school re-
form—that these schools will be free to structure themselves in ways that work
best for children and teachers rather than as regulatory or administrative bu-
reaucracies (UCLA Charter School Study, 1998).
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Such optimism regarding the potential for charter school reform to pro-
vide the autonomy for teachers to better use their professional training and judg-
ment is woven into state laws as well. For instance, educational independence
and teacher professionalism were explicitly linked in the original California
Charter Schools Act of 1992. The law calls for “schools that operate indepen-
dently from the existing school district structure,” in part, to “create new pro-
fessional opportunities for teachers, including the opportunity to be responsible
for the learning at the school site” (California Education Code, 1992).

Part of the purpose of our UCLA study of California charter schools was
to understand what this promise of greater teacher professionalism looked like
at the school level. This chapter examines charter school reform through the
eyes—or, more accurately, the attitudes, thoughts, and beliefs—of teachers at
the 17 charter schools in the UCLA study. We also analyzed transcripts from
interviews with charter school administrators and parents, who spoke at length
about what they valued in terms of teacher professionalism.

Two particularly salient themes emerged: The first was that many of the
charter school teachers we interviewed expressed a great deal of pride in work-
ing in schools that were more autonomous from the public school system. The
second, somewhat contradictory, theme was that their professional identity
remained tied to more traditional public education-based institutions, including
teachers unions and credentialing commissions, and not to their status as char-
ter school teachers.

Thus, the first theme centered on the teachers’ expression of a great deal
of satisfaction in working at a charter school and their pride in being associ-
ated with a more autonomous school that was perceived to be unique com-
pared with other schools in their local communities. For example, we learned
that in California, as in many other states, charter school teachers overwhelm-
ingly valued having greater freedom and autonomy from state and district rules
and regulations (Education Commission of the States, 1995; Koppich, Holmes,
& Plecki, 1998). Also, according to many of the teachers we interviewed,
charter schools allowed them to create strong relationships with students and
with other teachers, thereby building tighter-knit communities and often cre-
ating an esprit de corps. However, our data also suggest—as do a growing
number of other studies on this issue—that this energy and enthusiasm led to
few changes in terms of classroom practices and instruction (see, for instance,
Arsen, Plank, & Sykes, 1999; Public Sector Consultants & Maximus, 1999;
SRI International, 1997; Wood, 1999). Furthermore, our study and others
have found that in addition to valuing their greater freedom, many charter
school educators are also overworked and on the verge of burnout (UCLA
Charter School Study, 1998; Weiss, 1997).

A second theme that emerged was that rather than being defined by the
independence and autonomy they enjoyed in terms of the school organiza-
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tion, charter school teachers’ sense of professional identity was often—although
not always—intimately related to a variety of teaching contexts, including local
teachers associations and state credentialing commissions. Here, we found that
many charter school teachers, while appreciating the educational independence
facilitated by charter school reform, also valued their membership in larger
professional communities such as unions. This was much more true for teach-
ers who previously had worked in public schools and teachers in converted
charter schools and less true for teachers who were new to the profession and
employed in start-up charter schools. Still, it was more pronounced than we
expected to find in a reform movement partly grounded in anti-union rheto-
ric (see, for instance, Finn, Manno, Vanourek, & Bierlein, 1997).

Related to this theme is the finding that across almost all of the schools
we studied, charter school leaders and parents valued evidence of professional
training, especially a state teaching credential, for the teachers in their schools.
Indeed, when charter schools had credentialed teachers, the leaders often used
it as a selling point to parents interested in their schools. Thus, despite their
efforts to remain distinct and different from the “regular” and bureaucratic
public schools, charter school teachers and constituents often valued and re-
lied on various aspects of that very system to accomplish their goals.

These two emerging, complex, and, in some ways, contradictory themes
on working and teaching in charter schools have led us to conceptualize char-
ter school teachers’ professional lives as part of a larger educational tapestry
that extends beyond the immediate domain of their schools and classrooms.
In other words, the contexts that matter for charter school teachers are not
limited to charter school communities. Rather, charter school teachers, like
teachers in all schools, are influenced by both local and larger policy con-
texts. For instance, the characteristics valued by charter school teachers and
facilitated by charter school reform resemble the teaching conditions advo-
cated by educators engaged in a variety of school-based reforms—namely,
smaller, more intimate settings and closer working relationships. Still, de-
spite the fact that charter school teachers are released from the mandates,
regulations, and controls of states and districts to a greater degree than their
peers in traditional schools, it could well be that charter school educators,
as Sarason (1998) fears, lack the time and energy to engage in the sustained
pattern of reflection and revision needed for continuous improvement in
education. This would explain a consistent finding in the research literature
of little or no evidence of classroom-level innovation or change within char-
ter schools (see Arsen et al., 1999; Public Sector Consultants & Maximus,
1999; SRI International, 1997; Wood, 1999). It also could explain why so
many charter school teachers continue to look toward more traditional pro-
fessional associations, such as unions and credentialing commissions, for
validation.
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With some exceptions, the charter school teachers we spoke with were at-
tracted to, and influenced by, the same diverse mixture of local and larger teach-
ing contexts that broadly shape teachers’ work. Therefore, even while many of
the specifics of their local contexts differed from those of educators in less au-
tonomous schools nearby, their lives, like the lives of so many teachers, were
influenced by a mixture of local and larger policy contexts. Their professional
lives, like the lives of all teachers, were not simply circumscribed by the bound-
aries of their particular charter schools. Drawing from Joan Talbert and Milbrey
McLaughlin’s (1993) discussion of how teachers are influenced by multiple
contexts, we describe the interaction between local and larger contexts for charter
school teachers as the embedded context of professionalism.

TEACHING IN CHARTER SCHOOLS: THE EMBEDDED
CONTEXT OF PROFESSIONALISM

Talbert and McLaughlin (1993) conceptualize teaching by placing teach-
ers, students, and classrooms at the center of a set of concentric circles, with
each circle representing a specific context that has the potential to influence
classroom practice. Moving outward from the center, teachers’ work is shaped
by numerous circles, including their subject area/department, the organiza-
tion of the school, the school sector (i.e., public/private/parochial) and system
(e.g., district), and the social-class structure of the school’s parent commu-
nity. More distant, but still influential, circles include higher education insti-
tutions, local professional associations, and finally society’s educational goals,
particular reform initiatives, and the profession’s norms of practice.

Talbert and McLaughlin (1993) emphasize that all of these multiple and
embedded contexts together influence teaching and learning in schools. They
write that the important contexts of teaching are much more “varied, embed-
ded, and interactive in their effects on teaching practice” than assumed by
relevant lines of research on the effect of context. Indeed, their schema of
concentric circles summarizes “the multiple and embedded educational con-
texts that together shape teaching goals and practices in secondary and elemen-
tary schools” (p. 188).

Charter school reform, in theory, seemingly redesigns this schema by
reducing the number of concentric circles that influence teachers’ work. In
other words, charter school teachers hopefully have the same initial center or
focus as any non-charter teachers would have—that is, children and classrooms.
But because of the autonomy that their schools are supposed to enjoy from
the educational system, charter school teachers can, theoretically, be some-
what insulated from interactions beyond the school community, while tradi-
tional teachers must—also theoretically—navigate state, district, and union
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contexts. Yet, as noted above, our interviews with charter school teachers re-
vealed a different picture.

Thus, similar to points made in other chapters of this book—namely,
Chapters 2, 3, and 4—we learned that charter schools were not isolated is-
lands, but rather had varying degrees of relationships with other institutions,
such as unions or districts or state departments of education. At conversion
schools, these relationships were much stronger than in start-up schools.
However, even in start-up charter schools, these relationships existed to some
extent.

Viewing charter school teachers’ interactions with their multiple contexts
allows us to understand the charter school movement as consistent with, rather
than a departure from, broader efforts to reform schooling. In fact, our find-
ings suggest underlying similarities between charter school teachers and teach-
ers in other reform-minded settings with respect to the context-related effects.
Thus, while we use Talbert and McLaughlin’s framework for understanding
teaching within context as a springboard into our discussion of the profes-
sional lives of charter school teachers, we also draw from the larger body of
literature on teaching in reforming schools. This allows us to highlight the
common threads connecting teachers in this particular movement with the
broader teaching profession.

Also, throughout the chapter we refer to “teachers’ experiences.” How-
ever, it should be noted that “teachers” were defined differently across the
17 sites in our study. For example, while the majority of charter schools in
our study employed teachers as they traditionally are defined, the two home
study programs referred to their educators as “educational specialists” or “fa-
cilitators” rather than teachers. Although the distinctions between teachers
and facilitators or educational specialists sometimes included differences in pro-
fessional training and responsibilities, in this chapter they are grouped together
with other charter school teachers to include the voices of all the adults in our
study who shared responsibility for teaching and student learning.

LOCAL PROFESSIONAL CONTEXTS
FOR CHARTER SCHOOL TEACHERS

The charter school teachers we interviewed described three critical aspects
of their local teaching contexts. First, they were highly enthusiastic about char-
ter schools that maintained personal, intimate settings, either through lim-
ited enrollment (i.e., small schools) or low teacher/pupil ratios (i.e., class-size
reduction). Second, teachers commonly referred to their work as being in-
tensely satisfying on a personal level. In start-up charters, this satisfaction typi-
cally took the form of an esprit de corps, while teachers in conversion charters
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often described a sense of renewal and reinvigoration. These findings are con-
sistent with other studies of charter school teachers, in that they show how
local, context-specific variables, such as a familial atmosphere and opportuni-
ties to work with dedicated colleagues, foster feelings of commitment and
efficacy among teachers (Finn et al., 1997; Little Hoover Commission, 1996).

At the same time, however, we also documented a third element, the flip
side to the highly motivated teaching corps often found in charter schools:
physical exhaustion and fatigue, the threat of rapid turnover, and the difficulty
of sustaining intense levels of commitment over time. Like the more positive
contextual features of charter schools, the intense time commitment, along
with the attendant possibility of burning out, also has been reported by other
researchers (see Weiss, 1997). Related to this, charter school teachers often
described themselves as being more committed and harder working than most
other public school teachers.

Small Size and Intimacy of Schools and Classes

Many of the charter schools we studied used a variety of techniques to
create an intimate, family-like atmosphere. Some schools, especially start-ups,
had lower enrollments than traditional schools serving similar grade levels.
Other charter schools, especially conversion schools that could not shrink their
overall school size, made a concerted effort to reduce their class sizes—a re-
form that dovetailed with California’s efforts to lower class size in all K–3 class-
rooms. Still others promoted stronger relationships between teachers and
students by shifting the schedule to create longer classes or a longer school
day. According to many of the teachers we interviewed, these efforts to re-
duce the “scale” of teaching and learning in charter schools humanized and
enhanced their lives as professional educators.

Teachers reiterated the value of smallness at nearly all of the start-up
charter schools we studied. For instance, at Foundation Elementary Charter
School, a start-up school with 160 students mentioned in earlier chapters,
teachers commented on the importance of keeping the school intimate. One
noted:

I just really like the small size . . . it’s just a small atmosphere. We
don’t have 10 different lunch periods, we have two . . . so it’s more
intimate. I know a lot of the kids [by] name, I know what they’re up
to, and they come in and work with me.

Echoing the views of her colleagues, another teacher, when asked about
Foundation’s attributes, told us, “You don’t have a mass of children. You don’t
have 1,200 children in a school to deal with, so . . . it’s nicer that way.” Simi-
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larly, at Heritage Charter School, a middle school serving an ethnically distinct
student population (see Chapter 5), one teacher noted that charter schools
change the nature of schooling. She said, “It becomes personal, it becomes
private, it becomes special, and you can’t get that at a public school . . . you
cannot meet those needs in any public school system, or private school system.”

While start-up charter schools focused on keeping schools small, conver-
sion charter schools made similar efforts to create more intimacy by keeping
class sizes small. In fact, educators at all four of the conversion elementary
charter schools in our study—and one conversion middle school—reported
class-size reduction as one of the benefits of becoming a charter school. Teach-
ers at these charter schools clearly connected reducing class sizes with pro-
moting a more family-like school setting. Meanwhile, two charter schools in
our study offering home-based instruction—Ursa Independent Charter School
and Valley Home School—took class-size reduction to its logical terminus.
“We offer a class size of one!” the director of Ursa Independent Charter School
told us with a proud grin.

Although these class-size-reduction strategies significantly overlapped with
a statewide mandate to trim K–3 classes to 20 students each, teachers and
administrators at conversion charter schools argued that they were able to
implement the state initiative more quickly than traditional public schools. They
also noted that in some instances they were able to affect more grade levels
than K–3. For example, at Monument Charter School, a K–5 school located
in a district with a rapidly growing enrollment, the need to reduce class size
to no more than 28 students played a central role in the staff’s decision to
convert to charter status. One Monument teacher told us:

I had 37 kids [prior to the conversion to charter status], so I was
definitely in the mood for . . . a change in that situation. During that
year, some parents and [the principal] had been playing around with
the idea becoming a charter . . . and I think most of us felt that we
needed to get control of the class size.

While charter school teachers most often cited the small size of their
schools and/or classes as contributing to a sense of school community, changes
in scheduling and organization also were deemed important. For example, two
schools chose to extend their school days, giving teachers more time with stu-
dents and with each other. One school rearranged its weekly schedule so that
every Wednesday afternoon was pupil-free for teachers to spend planning and
learning together. And one group of teachers pointed out that since they began
working in a charter school, they were more likely to invite students into their
classrooms before and after school, an arrangement they said would have been
more difficult in their previous schools. It is important to note that while non-
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charter schools in California technically are able to make these kinds of ar-
rangements, the teachers we interviewed felt more free to pursue them after
receiving their charter.

Obviously, the appeal of more personalized working conditions—particu-
larly small schools and classrooms—extends well beyond the boundaries of
charter school reform. For example, longtime teacher, administrator, and
public school reformer Deborah Meier (1995) has written at length about the
virtues of small schools. She and other reformers see such small schools as the
way to eliminate the impersonal, factory-like atmosphere of traditional sec-
ondary schools and facilitate more meaningful relationships between adults
and students (see, for example, Sizer, 1984, 1992). In this way, Meier’s sug-
gestion that districts break up large schools and redesign them into small
schools, easily accessible on the basis of choice, is philosophically in line with
charter school reform. Indeed, to the extent that it allows educators to create
smaller, more personal school settings, charter school reform complements
the recommendations of Meier and other advocates. Thus, it represents one
possible way to create the types of local educational contexts that many prac-
titioners and policy makers find attractive and important.

Renewed Commitments and Shared Esprit de Corps

Across the schools we studied, teachers, when discussing their lives as edu-
cators in charter schools, were both challenged and invigorated by the new
reform. At start-up charter schools, teachers described an esprit de corps that
permeated their undertaking. Similarly, teachers at conversion charter schools
took pride in their commitment and dedication to remaking public education.

Our data suggest that charter school teachers often differentiated them-
selves from teachers in traditional public schools. Typically, they considered
themselves to be harder working, more committed, and more professional than
their counterparts. For example, at Directions High School (mentioned in
Chapters 4 and 5), one teacher effusively praised his colleagues.

I love the other teachers here. I mean it’s just such a great group, and I
feel it’s much more close-knit than almost anywhere else I could be. I
like the striving for excellence. I mean the people that are here also
want to be here. It’s not just some school that we’re assigned to. And
so they all have that spirit. So you’re with your fellow idealists—or
fools, maybe—and that’s nice to have in common with everybody else.
And everybody knows everybody, and I like that. I like starting out
with something, and feel like I’m helping to build it.
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At almost all of the 17 schools, teachers generally spoke about—or at least
alluded to—a boost in pride that accompanied their charter status. Further-
more, teachers in several charter schools said they were different from teach-
ers in non-charter schools in several ways. For example, in three charter schools
we studied, teachers described themselves as “mavericks” or “rebels,” willing
to push against the district bureaucracy.

While there is by no means a consensus around what it means to be a
charter school teacher, our data reveal emergent attempts to define the role
in opposition to conventional, and sometimes unsavory, portrayals of
public school teachers. Furthermore, by distinguishing themselves from other
public school teachers, a minority of charter school educators—particu-
larly those in new, start-up charter schools—suggested that organizations
such as teachers unions designed to promote teachers’ interests are less nec-
essary. Still, as we note below, this view was not at all consistent across the
17 sites.

At four charter schools, teachers expressed a greater sense of efficacy. When
asked for examples of what had changed for them as a result of being in a charter
school, they told us that they were able to obtain more instructional materials
than they had thought would be possible. They also talked about having more
freedom to design their curriculum, even though they rarely did this (see
below). These findings suggest that the charter school teachers we interviewed
associated greater power and control over their professional lives with their
involvement in charter school reform.

Still, it was not always clear how or when their perceptions were linked
to changes in their teaching practices. For example, one teacher at the home-
schooling and independent study Ursa Independent Charter School described
her satisfaction with leaving a traditional public school to work at a charter
school. Yet, she noted that despite working in a very different organizational
setting, neither the textbook-driven curriculum nor the pedagogy of teaching
to the test diverged from traditional classroom practices. Even in charter schools
that were not home-schooling charters, teachers could not always identify what,
in terms of their own teaching, had changed as a result of being in a charter
rather than a “regular” public school. Based on these findings, we suggest that
charter school educators’ new identities may be based on factors other than
their teaching practices.

The possibility that charter school teachers derive satisfaction from fac-
tors unrelated to changes in the classroom has been noted previously in the
literature. David Paris (1998) suggests that charter schools—like other types
of schools—“succeed by creating a culture of belief in the moral authority of
the school and the legitimacy of its aims” (p. 393). Without any other change
in schooling, this culture of belief may enhance teachers’ feelings of profes-
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sional efficacy by diminishing tensions or conflicts (e.g., student discipline
problems) over the goals, expectations, and vision for the school.

Thus, it could be that charter school teachers value working in charter
schools for more organizational, as opposed to pedagogical, reasons. For ex-
ample, in a separate study of charter school teachers, Grutzik (1997) noted that
teachers in charter schools often considered their choice to work in a charter
school to be an important part of their professional identity. Many of the teach-
ers in Grutzik’s sample identified working in a charter school as a means of
favorably distinguishing themselves from colleagues in traditional schools.

Fear of Burnout/Stretched Too Thin

Despite the attractiveness of working at small charter schools, teachers
were aware of the costs involved in staying small. These costs included feeling
constantly pressured by time constraints, the fear of inadequate curriculum cov-
erage, and the prospect of physical and mental fatigue. Teachers at Community
Charter School (mentioned in Chapters 4 and 5) exemplified the benefits and
drawbacks of working in a small, start-up charter. Sharing her enthusiasm for
the school with us, one teacher remarked, “Having a small staff that has a lot
to say is really wonderful, and it’s overwhelming sometimes because there is
so much that we all need to do above and beyond our teaching.” In addition
to feeling overwhelmed by non-instructional demands, this teacher wondered
whether she was being stretched too thin by a commitment that offered little
financial reward and would be difficult to sustain. “We have a commitment to
the kids,” she offered, “but I feel like in our society . . . being committed to
human beings means being a martyr.”

Another Community Charter School teacher feared that having too few
staff members also meant taking on teaching assignments for which she did
not always feel qualified. She said:

One thing about teaching in a small school is that we have to cover
everything, so I’m teaching [a course] which I don’t feel particularly
well prepared to teach. . . . I thought there’s got to be somebody more
qualified than me . . . [but] in a small school you have to be flexible,
and for now, that’s how we’re doing it.

Even at larger charter schools in our study, teachers often battled physi-
cal exhaustion. At Imperial Way Charter School, one of the first charter schools
in California, years of intense demands outside of the classroom left some teach-
ers reeling. One teacher described having to participate in “meetings beyond
belief.” This teacher said that she arrived at the school in the early morning
hours and rarely left before 5 o’clock in the evening at least 4 nights a week.
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It was “a lot of extra time.” Working 6 or 7 days a week, up to 10 or more
hours a day, was not unusual among the teachers in our study, particularly
those working at start-up charter schools. Another Imperial Way teacher
warned teachers who were considering joining a charter school to “be in very
good physical shape. Inform your family you won’t be seeing them as much
as you intended until it gets off on its legs.”

Clearly, issues of extreme fatigue and feeling overwhelmed are not unique
to charter school teachers in California (see Weiss, 1997), nor are the time
pressures and fear of burnout. In fact, they fit larger patterns of the teaching
profession, particularly within reforming schools. For example, Hargreaves
(1994) argues that the perennial time shortages experienced by teachers re-
flect the intensification of teachers’ work in the face of public demands for
greater accountability on narrow performance measures. He writes that this
“time compression” for teachers leads to feelings of guilt, inadequacy, and
eventually burnout and exit from the teaching profession. Although far from
conclusive, our data point toward a similar conclusion. While we did not for-
mally track the retention rate of teachers in the 17 charter schools we studied
over time, the stresses teachers shared with us and the turnover during the
course of our study suggest that turnover rates were quite high, especially at
the start-up charter schools. Some of these schools were losing close to half of
their teaching staff each year. Furthermore, in our interviews with teachers,
young teachers talked about not being able to do this job for long. They noted
that as they matured and started families, they would look for less frenetic
settings in which to work. On the other end of the life cycle, one teacher noted
that the charter school work schedule was good for “workaholic empty-nesters”
whose children were grown.

Yet, even teachers firmly committed to the dynamic, reform-minded spirit
of charter schools expressed reservations about their ability to keep veteran
teachers. One Imperial Way teacher confided:

We put in the time, we put in the long hours, and now it’s time that I
have to look at me, where am I going to go with charter? As far as
[the] charter school, I think it’s great, I think the teachers that get
hired, come here for interviews because they want the challenge
because they want the reconstruction of education to happen, and
they’re open to the long hours, and the new ideas. I think it’s a success
but we don’t have the support to support the people that stay on. And
it’s not going to be a success if the support does not happen. You’re
going to have a turnover every 5 years if that’s the way it stays.

In this first section, we focused on what charter school teachers told us
was important about their local professional context. As we have pointed out,
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their sentiments—valuing smallness, sharing an esprit de corps, and being wary
of burnout—are not unique to charter school educators. Rather, they broadly
overlap with the larger body of research dealing with teachers’ roles in, and
responses to, school-centered educational reforms. Still, it appears as though
the very laissez-faire nature of charter school reform leaves teachers with less
support and more stress.

LARGER PROFESSIONAL CONTEXTS
FOR CHARTER SCHOOL TEACHERS

In addition to the influence of the local context, our interviews and ob-
servations also suggested an important set of larger influences that contrib-
uted to teachers’ sense of professionalism. These influences included school
districts, teachers unions, and the state, as exemplified by teacher credentialing
requirements. Instead of a unified movement away from traditional educational
institutions or organizations, we found that charter schools and their teachers
varied in the ways they chose to create, restructure, or sever relationships with
districts, unions, and even the state’s credentialing system. In this second sec-
tion, we discuss how this broader context complicates assumptions about
teacher professionalism in charter schools.

Here, we focus on three findings related to unions and state credentials
that reflect the larger context of teaching for charter school teachers. First, we
found that in many instances, charter schools and teachers unions were not
necessarily incompatible. This finding cuts against the grain of much of the
literature on charter schools, which typically portrays unions as steadfast and
universal opponents of charter school reform (Finn et al., 1997; Nathan, 1998).

Second we found that even through one of the most frequently touted
aspects of charter school reform is the flexibility to hire personnel without
regard to state licensing requirements (Manno, Finn, Bierlein, & Vanourek,
1998), all 17 charter schools in our study either hired or preferred to hire state-
credentialed teachers. Even in these highly deregulated settings, the regula-
tory apparatus of the state appeared to validate the quality of the teachers and
the credibility of the charter schools.

Finally, we also found that charter school teachers do not necessarily
equate freedom and autonomy with the termination of district relationships.
While some teachers, especially at start-up charter schools, eschewed dis-
trict responsibility or oversight for such items as salaries, seniority rights,
and curriculum, teachers at conversion charter schools often preferred hav-
ing their districts continue to provide basic services and instructional assis-
tance. We do not describe in detail the relationship between teachers and
districts in this section, in part because it is discussed in Chapters 3 and 4 of
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this volume. Even without an elaborated discussion of districts, however, we
suggest that teachers’ desire to modify, rather than terminate, traditional
financial relationships with their chartering districts suggests a third area in
which the larger contexts in which charter schools are situated profoundly
influence their operation.

Relationships with Teachers Unions

The relationship between charter school teachers and teachers unions is
mixed. For instance, rather than precipitating a general exodus away from teach-
ers unions, charter school reform had little impact on existing union–teacher
relationships. In fact, all but one of the eight unionized conversion charter schools
we studied maintained their union affiliation. Meanwhile, none of the start-up
charter schools became unionized during the course of this study.

The reasons why teachers at conversion charter school generally maintained
their relationships with their professional associations were multiple, and these
relationships affected the teachers’ professional lives in many important ways.
For example, the teachers at Franklin Charter Academy, a conversion charter
school in the Mission Unified School District (see Chapter 3), not only stayed
in the union, but also demanded that new hires be conferred the same bene-
fits and protections as other district teachers. By taking this position, Franklin
teachers opposed the district policy that allowed charter school teachers to be
employees of the school rather than the district. In such instances, where teach-
ers are employees of individual charter schools, they are more likely to be paid
less and given fewer employment protections than unionized district employ-
ees. Franklin teachers’ insistence that new teachers not be given short shrift
reflects both strong union leadership at the school site and a belief among most
of the staff that new teachers should have similar benefits to more established
teachers. One teacher at Franklin Charter Academy explained that the teach-
ers’ decision to remain in the union reflected the ongoing importance of job
security for teachers. Although he noted that “good teachers should be con-
tent with doing their good job and that the security comes from within your-
self,” he recognized the need for, and supported, contract provisions that
provided specific job protections.

At a second conversion charter school in our study—Wilson Elementary
(see Chapter 4)—teachers decided to retain union membership because, like
Franklin teachers, they were concerned about losing seniority, fringe benefits,
and retirement options if they left. This is particularly interesting at this char-
ter school because the local teachers union fought to keep the Wilson charter
proposal from being approved by the local school board. Still, many Wilson
educators saw the union as an important contributor to implementing suc-
cessful changes at the school. Wilson’s principal exemplified the view that the
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union (and the sponsoring district) could help establish and sustain reform,
rather than undermine it. Citing the importance of charter schools nurturing
a strong relationship with both unions and districts, he said, “The really strong
charter schools are the ones where the district and the union have backed up
[the school] and helped them to implement changes.”

Only a single conversion charter school in our study—Imperial Way
Charter School—opted out of union representation. The decision was made
when the union and sponsoring district required that the charter school begin
paying into the teacher retirement fund, which the principal did not want to
do, thereby ending the relationship. When the decision was made to abandon
the bargaining unit, however, several veteran teachers chose to leave the char-
ter school rather than lose what they had invested in the union and district
over the years. Although these teaching veterans professed deep attachments
to their charter school, they were not ready to abandon the rights and privi-
leges accrued through the union. Thus, they chose to leave Imperial Way for
other schools in the district.

Meanwhile, in the start-up charter schools we studied, teachers were ei-
ther ambivalent about unions or strongly rejected them. For instance, teach-
ers at Foundation Elementary Charter School expressed ambivalence about
union membership, noting that it was a peripheral issue. Indeed, when asked
about their relationship to the union, several Foundation teachers were un-
certain about whether they were in the union.

For many teachers at other start-up charter schools, the union represented
a roadblock to change. Most of the teachers at Academic Charter School, for
example, felt they had no need for a teachers union, and spoke very negatively
about unions and how contracts inhibited creativity. According to one of the
younger teachers at this charter school, “I don’t see [the union] as a need here,
and if I ever got to the point where I saw it as a need, I probably wouldn’t be
here.” In fact, Academic’s founders and administrators, drawing on their ex-
perience with the union in the sponsoring district, felt that the union’s rules
and requirements were simply too rigid and clashed with their idea of what
charter schools should be. One of these administrators noted, “I mean, in
[some] districts . . . you have a union for everything. It’s like, how many con-
tracts do you have before nobody is able to operate other than like in this square
box?”

Teachers at another start-up charter school, Shoreline Charter School (see
Chapter 5), also rejected union representation. In part, their decision reflected
the fact that unions received little political support in Shoreline’s school dis-
trict or the school’s parent community. In fact, one of the main motivations
of some of the initial founders of the charter school was to get away from the
union. According to one teacher we interviewed, “The community almost
unanimously was opposed to [any] union activities [in the charter school] at
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all.” The founders of the charter school—some of whom were on the local
school board—made a distinct effort to head off unionization. In part, the
founders did this by making sure that the charter school offered teachers sala-
ries equivalent to the district’s salary schedule, as well as the opportunity to
receive performance bonuses. As a result, teachers agreed very early on that
they would not support a union. The need for a union was diminished, ac-
cording to one teacher, because of the feeling that, on any number of issues,
“we would work together with [the district].”

Given the emphasis on freedom, autonomy, and flexible staffing of char-
ter school reform, it is important to understand that teachers’ larger profes-
sional context—as embodied by teachers unions—was not rejected across the
board by the teachers in the charter schools we studied. This finding suggests
that conflicts between unions and charter school advocates, often heated at
both the district and state policy-making levels, sometimes subside at the school
level. While charter school teachers, like teachers in all schools, were divided
in their support for teachers unions, those who had been a part of a union for
many years were loathe to relinquish the benefits that unions commonly pro-
vide, such as increased job security, health insurance coverage, and pension
provisions. Yet younger teachers or those who were new to the profession
generally lacked a vested interest in the union and any understanding of the
benefits to be derived from union membership. These teachers were much more
likely to be working in start-up charter schools and to express a desire to dis-
tance themselves from the status quo. Thus, for the most part, teachers’ deci-
sions about unions followed the lines of their status as working in either start-up
or conversion charter schools.

Value of Teaching Credentials

The area of teacher credentialing is a second area that continued to shape
teachers’ work in charter schools. Before the 1998 amendments to California’s
charter school legislation were passed, charter schools were allowed to em-
ploy a wide range of individuals, including non-credentialed teachers and
experts from other careers. Still, we found that nearly all of the charter schools
in our study preferred to hire teachers with valid state credentials for their
classrooms. We learned that while charter school founders valued the concept
of “at-will” employment, they also recognized the importance of having pro-
fessionally trained educators on staff.

Some charter schools hired credentialed teachers because their sponsor-
ing districts required it as part of the charter agreement. Yet charter school
administrators appeared to have a variety of reasons for preferring credentialed
teachers. One central theme that emerged from our data was that charter school
leaders wanted credentialed teachers if for no other reason than to gain more



174 Where Charter School Policy Fails

credibility with parents. Because many parents perceived credentialed teach-
ers to be more qualified to teach than other candidates, charter schools were
forced to respond to their concerns. For example, the libertarian principal of
Ursa Independent Charter School, who was skeptical that state-mandated
teacher credentials were a good measure of teacher quality, still preferred to
hire credentialed teachers to assure parents that Ursa was a serious school.

However, other charter school leaders who had more faith in the state
credentialing process stated that hiring teachers with credentials helped to
ensure a strong academic program. As one principal at a start-up charter school
told us, “With charter schools you can hire teachers that may not even be
certified, but . . . it is not providing the best education if you do not have pro-
fessional people teach. . . . I’m going to make sure we get certified teachers
that are trained as professionals.”

Still, even among those charter school leaders who valued the knowledge
that credentialed teachers brought to their schools, some argued that creden-
tials were not crucial for all courses. Non-credentialed teachers sometimes were
hired to teach extracurricular activities or non-core electives. For example, a
consultant who was hiring teachers for a business/vocational training program
offered through Mountain Peak Charter School, which was designed for stu-
dents who had not succeeded in regular schools, was pleased about the op-
portunity to hire non-credentialed teachers, especially for courses geared
toward specific vocations. He said, “It is nice because we have hired people
that have certain business experience [for example, paramedics] . . . we have
flexibility.”

At another charter school, the principal explained that although the school
encourages certification, it is not required. He stated, “If we have a Ph.D. who’s
an expert in biology and [that person] proves that he or she can teach young
people well, we’ll hire them, whether they’re certified or not.”

Our findings indicate that state teaching credentials remained an impor-
tant element of professional identity for charter school teachers and the par-
ents and leaders at their schools. This finding is surprising given persistent
critiques by many charter school advocates of the teacher education/state
credentialing process and of state regulations in general. It demonstrates that,
holding other variables roughly constant, teachers who have been prepared
for teaching by colleges and subsequently certified by the state are perceived
by parents and many educators as being much more valuable and sometimes
better qualified to teach children than other candidates. Although California
amended its law in 1998 to require state certification for charter school teach-
ers who teach core subjects, our finding suggests that even in the absence of
such mandates, many charter schools preferred to fill their core teaching po-
sitions with credentialed teachers.
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CONCLUSION

Through our research, we have learned that the professional lives of charter
school teachers—like other teachers—are profoundly influenced by both local
and larger contexts for teaching. At the local level, many charter school teachers
were attracted to, and satisfied with, the opportunity to teach at small, family-
like schools with dedicated, like-minded professionals. Still, they were not sure
that such an opportunity had translated into profound changes in their teach-
ing practices or that they could sustain their current workloads without burn-
ing out.

But even as teachers’ local contexts were remade, their relationships to
larger teaching contexts often endured. Although the touchstone of charter
school reform—freedom and autonomy—suggests that teachers in these more
autonomous schools are released from the bureaucratic tendrils of unions,
districts, and the state licensing system, we learned that each of these contexts
remained influential to varying degrees. More important, they remain valued
by at least a portion of charter school teachers and administrators. Using an
analytic framework based on the work of Joan Talbert and Milbrey McLaughlin
(1993), we term the ongoing, nested interactions across teaching contexts as
the embedded context of professionalism.

Through our conversations with charter school teachers and administra-
tors, we found the idea of an embedded context of professionalism to be es-
pecially compelling. Such a perspective was helpful for understanding teaching
in charter schools for at least two reasons. First, the various forces that influ-
enced teachers were not easily disentangled from each other. Unions, districts,
and state licensing requirements continually interacted with the charter school
movement in California—these extended professional contexts do not simply
fade away when teachers go to work in more autonomous charter schools.
Second, and more important, charter schools do not change the layers of con-
centric circles themselves, but they do change the nature of the relationships
that exist across these contexts. Although many teachers in the start-up char-
ter schools did have looser relationships with these entities than teachers in
the conversion charter schools, none of the teachers were able to simply cast
off those layers of professionalism that have been deemed unimportant or
cumbersome by advocates of deregulatory reforms such as charter schools.

Our evidence suggests that charter schools often provide intensely reward-
ing school contexts, such as the intimate personal settings of small schools
and classes. Charter school teachers, for the most part, also said that they found
professional pride in being among a select group of school reform pioneers.
But at the same time, these contexts were constantly fluctuating, and there
was little evidence of dramatic change at the classroom level, where, arguably,
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change matters most. Over the course of our study, teachers inundated by non-
classroom responsibilities struggled with weariness and exhaustion, and openly
speculated about their ability to sustain their level of commitment over the
long haul.

And while we find that charter school teachers are divided in their sup-
port for teachers unions, only one conversion charter school in our study
opted out of union membership. Meanwhile the start-up schools generally
showed little or no inclination to move toward union affiliation. Finally, even
when charter schools had the opportunity to hire non-credentialed teach-
ers, they rarely exercised this option. This finding suggests that charter school
founders valued the concept “at-will” employment, but also recognized the
importance of professionally trained educators, or at least valued the cred-
ibility that credentials add to charter schools’ instructional program. For these
reasons, we found that charter school teachers—like teachers at traditional
schools—remained, for the most part, firmly embedded within multiple pro-
fessional contexts.
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What is so painfully obvious from the data and analysis presented in the pre-
ceding chapters is that charter school policies were written to serve some agen-
das more than others. For instance, it is clear that charter schools have gained
a great deal of autonomy in terms of private fund raising, including and ex-
cluding children, and hiring and firing employees. In these ways, they look
more like private than public schools, which is no doubt the intent of free-
market reform advocates who see charter schools as one step down the path
to full-blown voucher programs (see Wells, Grutzik, Carnochan, Slayton, &
Vasudeva, 1999).

On the other hand, we see from our study and many others that charter
schools are not held any more accountable than other public schools for stu-
dent achievement. And, similar to the growth in income inequality in general
over the past 20 years (Clines, 1999), the gap between the rich and the poor
is only exacerbated under charter school reform.

In other words, despite the broad-based and bipartisan support for char-
ter schools, the public policies under which these schools operate tend to serve
a more narrow set of interests. Clearly, it is time for more liberal and progres-
sive forces to help redefine the distinction between so-called “strong” and
“weak” laws as defined by the conservative, free-market, and pro-voucher
advocates of this reform.

Indeed, a whole new language for evaluating charter school laws could
emerge from a coalition of more progressive and equity-minded reformers, a
language that deems “strong” laws to be those that make this a more sup-
portive and equitable reform. In other words, good charter school laws would
target extra resources toward grassroots organizations trying to start charter
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schools in low-income communities. They also would disallow charter schools
from having admissions criteria or requiring parents to sign contracts with the
schools. These prerequisites are too reminiscent of private school practices,
and there is no good justification for tax dollars to go to schools that exclude
students because their parents work two jobs.

Furthermore, good, equitable charter schools would ensure that infor-
mation on charter schools was widely distributed and that word-of-mouth
recruitment was no longer the primary means by which families learned about
charter school opportunities. These laws also would provide financial and
other incentives for founders, educators, and parents who wanted to start
racially, ethnically, and socioeconomically diverse charter schools. Yet in
order for such diverse schools to survive, the states would have to pay for
student transportation to and from school, especially for students who lived
far from the school and those whose parents did not have the means to trans-
port them each day.

In addition, there is a need to pick up where the systemic reformers left
off by crafting good charter school laws that address the profound contradic-
tions within the current autonomy-for-accountability trade-off. For instance,
we know that under the current systemic reform paradigm, the parameters of
the accountability system of state-mandated standards and tests are central-
ized, while access to the schools for students is decentralized. Why don’t policy
makers consider ways in which this formula could be turned around to some
degree?

Why not use the regulatory system of the government to ensure that all
students have equal access to charter schools? And at the same time, why not
give charter schools (and other public schools) more space and voice to help
define for what they want to be held accountable? In other words, centralize
equity and decentralize to some extent the accountability mechanism that in
theory drives the curriculum and pedagogy in the schools. For instance, why
don’t we consider a strong or a good charter school law to be one that guar-
antees both fiscal and academic accountability, but does so in a way that leaves
charter schools more room to decide to what standards and goals they will be
held accountable. In other words, policy makers could use charter schools as
test sites for much-needed efforts to create more nuanced accountability sys-
tems that do not rely simply on mandated standardized tests—a system that
allows educators, parents, and students to help define the very purpose of their
schooling.

At the same time, tighter controls are needed on where the public fund-
ing for charter schools is going, as well as more public information about who
is reaping financial rewards as a result of this reform. Financial equity across
charter school sites should be a major concern, just as it should be for regular
public schools.
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Indeed, headlines from several states, including Texas, Pennsylvania, and
California, suggest that policy makers are beginning to rethink what they
consider to be “strong” characteristics of a charter school (see CANEC, 2001;
Keller, 2001; Sandham, 2001). For instance, in the past couple of years, Cali-
fornia has passed several pieces of legislation, including ones that limit the
amount of public per-pupil funding that home-schooling and independent
study charter schools can collect, create a lease aid funding program for char-
ters schools in low-income areas of up to $750 per student, and require an-
nual independent financial audit reports for charter schools each year. These
are steps in the right direction.

Thus, the only remaining hope for charter school reform to have any last-
ing positive impact on the public educational system would be for more pro-
gressive members of this diverse and complex movement to recapture the
language and symbols of what constitutes a good charter school law. Until
that happens, the hopes and dreams of the thousands of social justice educa-
tors and families engaged in this reform will be marginalized and reliant on
powerful and private market agents who have never served the most disad-
vantaged students well. It is time to leave the market metaphor to the market
and to focus the educational policy lens on equal opportunities and the very
hard work of teaching all students well.
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