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Charter Schools: Initial Findings

By Louann A. Bierlein
Louisiana Education Policy Research Center, Louisiana State University

Update: What We Know About the Initial Charter Schools

As policymakers begin work on their 1996 agendas, charter schools continue to be an integral part of
many education reform discussions. As of early January 1996, 20 states had formal charter school laws
on the books (see Table 6 at the end of this brief for a complete listing). Although data on charter
school activities continue to be limited, a clearer picture of the types of schools and the children they
are serving is surfacing; anecdotal “impact” data also continues to accumulate.! Although the long-
term impact of charter schools is still uncertain, some initial questions can be addressed.

How Many Charter Schools Are There?

Table 1 depicts those states with charter school laws on the books prior to 1995, the number of
schools that have been approved, and those actually operating. These figures were gathered from
department of education personnel or others closely affiliated with the charter schools program within
each state.

These data clearly show that the strength of a given law significantly influences the number of charter
schools that open their doors. Stronger laws allow any individual or group to apply for a charter, have
an appeals process or allow some entity other than the local school board to approve charters and give
charter schools increased legal and fiscal autonomy.” In the six initial states with stronger laws, 222
charter schools are known to be operating, compared with 14 in the five initial states with weaker
laws.

Table 1
Approved and Operating Charter Schools
(as of December 1995)

“Stronger” Charter Law States “Weaker” Charter Law States

State (year passed) Approved Operating | State (year passed) Approved

Operating
MN (1991) 19 171 GA (1993) 3 3
CA (1992) : 100 80* | NM (1993) 4 4
CO (1993) 27 24| WI (1993) 20* 6
MA (1993) 20 15| HI (1994) 1 1
MI (1994) 74* 40| KS (1994) 0 0
AZ (1994) 51 46
Totals 291 222 | Totals 28 14

*In CA, it is estimated that there are at least 80 schools operating under charter school status: in MI. both
initial and final approvals are included: in W1, 10 districts had been authorized to have up to 2 schools
each. ’
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Existing charter schools are also on average very small. Table 3 indicates that within the six largest
charter school states, 42% have enrollments of 100 students or less (nearly half of these schools have
fewer than 50 students). With the exception of California, in which a larger percentage of charter
schools are converted public schools, nearly every school is designed to serve fewer than 500 pupils.
Considering that many charter schools serve students in the middle and/or high school levels, these
schools are significantly smaller than traditional public schools.

Table 3
Operating Charter School Enrollments (1995)
Student AZ CA CO MA MI MN Total
Enrollment
0-100 19 23 8 5 18 14 87 |
(41%) (35%) (33%) (34%) | (45%) | (82%) | (42%)
101-250 18 11 10 7 19 3 68 |
(39%) (17%) | (42%) (47%) | (48%) (18%) | (33%) |
251-500 7 8 6 2 3 26
(15%) (15%) | (25%) (3%) (8%) (13%)
501-1000 2 19 1 21
@%) | (29%) (%) (11%)
1001+ 5 5
(8%) (2%)
Total 46 66 24 15 40 17 208

* Data extracted from individual state summaries provided by state departments or individuals
working closely with the charter schools in that state. Complete data were not available for
CA. ‘

Why are charter schools so small? First, with the exception of Massachusetts, charter schools do not
have access to local bond funds which frequently are generated for the construction and/or purchase of
school facilities. Therefore, most charter schools need to use a portion of their operating funds to
secure facilities. The resulting facilities are often former warehouses and/or other commercial spaces
which are small in comparison to many traditional school facilities and campuses.

Second, and perhaps foremost, many charter schools are being established on the premise that smaller
class sizes and overall school populations are most conducive for student learning. Although budgetary
constraints often are cited by non-charter public schools as the reason for not creating smaller schools,
charter schools are finding ways to accomplish this, often with significantly less funding than other
public schools. Private contracting for certain services, as well as a focus on a specific mission, appear
to be key ingredients. For example, charter schools are not supporting a large array of electives or
athletic programs that often pull funds from core academic classes.

Who Are the Students Being Served?
Charter school critics often challenge that charter schools will “cream off” the best and brightest
students and that minority and/or special needs students will not be served. Preliminary data, however,

clearly reveal that charter schools are indeed serving minority students. Table 4 illustrates the
percentage of African American, Hispanic and Native American students being served within charter

March 1996 Education Commission of the States (303) 299-3600 Page 3






impaired students, while the Metro Deaf Charter School in Minnesota provides a day program for deaf
students. City Academy in Minnesota and YouthBuild Charter School in Boston both target dropouts
and the Success School is run in conjunction with Arizona's correctional department. A nationwide
survey of operating charter schools conducted during Spring 1995 by ECS and the Center for School
Change, reveals that one-half of respondents noted their school was designed to serve at-risk
students.” The recent SWRL report notes that California’s charter schools are serving three times as
many students who had previously been retained in grade; and twice as many former dropouts when
compared to surrounding public schools. On the other hand, this report also notes that California’s
charter schools as a whole have fewer special education students than found in comparison schools.

Unfortunately, concrete student profile data do not exist. Early information, however, reveals that
charter schools are not “creaming off” the best and brightest students as critics often challenge. Indeed,
many charter school operators contend they are attracting more than their share of students who were
not succeeding in the traditional public school system.

What Impacts Are Charter Schools Having?

Student Outcomes

In reference to student outcomes, current information remains limited to self-reports surfacing from
various charter schools. Although generalizations cannot be drawn at this point, some charter schools
appear to be reporting tangible student outcomes. Several examples include:

° City Academy, St. Paul, Minnesota, reports that of its 42 graduates to date (all former
dropouts), 100% had been accepted into postsecondary programs.?

° Horizon Instructional Systems, a charter school near Sacramento, California (which uses an
individualized education plan for each student), notes that its test scores increased an average
of 10% over the rest of the district.’

o Vaughn Next Century Learning Center in the heart of Los Angeles, California, (an existing
public school of more than 1,200 students which converted to charter status) reports that their
language arts scores improved from the 9th percentile to the 39th, while its math scores
increased from the 14th percentile to the 57th.'"

Of concern however, are reports which state that a number of charter schools have not developed
rigorous performance expectations for students, nor have they specified precisely the methods by
which performances are to be measured.'" While this may be true for many traditional public schools
as well, it is a serious concern for charter schools attempting to "prove” their worth.

Students Being Attracted Back to Public Schools

Preliminary data from several states show that a number of private school and home-schooled students
are being attracted back into the public school system through charter schools. Approximately 9% of
Arizona’s current charter school students formerly had been home schooled, while 19% had been in
private schools. In Massachusetts, initial data show that about 14% of their current charter school
students came from private schools. Less than 1% had been home schooled.

While no other state data are available, Hudson Institute researchers who visited 35 charter schools in
seven states found that families who had left the public school system view charter schools as a viable
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Table 5: Implementation of Innovative Practices
(California Charter Schools v. Comparison Public Schools in California)
Type of Innovation Specific Innovation C4 Charter Comparison
(Examples) Schools (%) Schools (%)
Instructional Experiential leamning 8 0
Individualized learning 31 0
Project-based learning I 0
Use of simulations 3 0
Use of technology for leaming 36 3
Governmental Site-based governance 25 16
Parents in school governance 50 0
Teachers in school govemance 3 0
Parental Parents as instructors 28 0
Parents participation (general) 50 14
Assessments Alternative assessments 44 0
Performance-based assessments 11 0
Graduation/learning standards 6 0
Community Community service 36 11
Community partnerships 17 0
Grouping Multi-age grouping 36 14
Mainstreaming students t 3
Scheduling After-school scheduling i4 0
Changes in daily schedule 17 5
Changes in weekly schedule 8 5
Changes in yearly schedule 11 0
Extracted from R. Corwin and J. Flaherty, "Freedom and Innovation in California’s Charter
Schools.” Southwest Regional Laboratory, November 1995, p. 67.

Teacher Attraction, Satisfaction, and Professionalism

Charter schools are schools of choice for teachers, yet based upon preliminary findings from the
Hudson Institute study, higher salaries are not a factor in attracting teachers to charter schools. Some
charter schools offer salaries that are less than the neighboring districts despite longer and more work
days. Yet, most charter schools are having no difficulty in finding qualified certified teachers.

Who are these teachers and why do they choose to work in a charter school? Many are individuals
who previously taught in public schools, but left for a number of reasons, (e.g., raise children, work in
the business world, too much violence, relocation). Some are first-time teachers; others come directly
from other public school districts; and several come from private school or home schooling situations.
When asked why they chose to teach in a charter school, the following general comments were
offered: (1) freedom and flexibility; (2) family teaching and learning atmosphere; (3) increased
decision-making; (4) dedicated staff; and (5) enhanced accountability.

When asked what was negative about working in a charter school, comments focused on a lack of
resources, inadequate facilities, fear of long-term burn-out and stress because of the demands of
working with higher numbers of at-risk students, and the need for teachers to wear many hats (both as
teachers and decisionmakers). Low salaries were not mentioned. When asked about this, nearly all
teachers responding noted that “they didn't go into teaching for the money.” Despite the negatives,
many charter school teachers commented that they felt like professionals for the first time in their
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Finally, many states are finding that charter schools are costing them more than originally anticipated.
A key reason is that a number of private school and home-schooled students are being attracted back

into the public system through these charter schools. Other costs are due to funding formula “quirks™
and unclear legislation. Although nearly every charter school is operating with less funding than that

available for traditional public school districts, there is often a net increase in cost to the state.

What Does the Future Hold for Charter Schools?

No one knows for sure. On one hand, stronger charter school legislation continues to be at the top of
many legislators' education reform agendas, and the number of charter schools — as well as their
success stories — continues to grow. On the other hand, the opposing forces continue to be strong,
and many charter school operators are becoming weary in their efforts to overcome the barriers
inherent in operating a highly accountable school and in battling the opposition.

Even if charter schools win the political battle, other questions remain. Can they continue to overcome
the economic disadvantages of being small and being required to operate within financing systems
designed to fund districts, not schools? Are the teachers being attracted to charter schools adequately
prepared to work successfully with the many at-risk students being served? Are too many charter
schools being approved and implemented without adequate long-term planning and evaluation? Can a
small number of charter schools really influence the broader system of more than 85,000 public
schools?

Despite these lingering questions, preliminary data show that charter schools continue to hold great
promise for America’s public education system. They appear to be successfully educating a number of
students, and encouraging reforms to occur within some districts. They are serving as powerful tools
for many policymakers, educators, parents and community leaders who believe that long-held
traditions and structures surrounding public education need serious reexamination. And, although
charter schools are not a panacea, many people believe they are an important component of long-term
education reform efforts.
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End Notes

Two nationally based studies were recently launched. The first is a two-year study funded by the Pew
Charitable Trusts Foundation, in which Hudson Institute-affiliated researchers are conducting case studies of
35 charter schools across seven states. The study began Summer 1995 and preliminary findings entitled
“Charter Schools in Action: A First Look” (January, 1996), can be obtained by faxing a request to the
Hudson Institute's Washington Office at (202) 223-9226. The second study is a four-year, federally funded
study being conducted by RPP International, a research firm based in Berkeley, California. Having begun
Fall, 1995, these researchers are charged to collect achievement data as part of a comparison between charter
school students and non-charter school students. No preliminary data are yet available.

Numerous briefs profile the differences between what can be considered “stronger” and “weaker” charter
school laws. See, for example, ECS Clearinghouse Brief on Charter Schools (September 1995).
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