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Are you looking for a way 
to restructure your school 
district that will insure the 
continuing improvement of 
instruction? If so, Mr. Budde 
provides one model. 

BY RAY BUDDE 

E
DUCATION by charter is a 
model for r.estructuring .school 
districts that promotes long
term, continuing improvement 
of education. Under a charter 

system, ~roups of teachers r%Juest funds 
directll'. from ffie school board to earn:. 
out ~Eedfic instructional Earns; the 
two or three layers of "a -.istration" 
that have evolved between teachers and 
school boards over the last 150 years~ 
removed. 

WHAT IS A CHARTER? 

The idea of a charter as a "written 
agreement" goes back well over a thou
sand years. One of the best-known early 
charters is the Magna Carta, the agree
ment that King John and the English bar
ons signed at Runnymede on 15 June 
1215. In the 17th century, English ex
plorer Henry Hudson signed a charter 

RAY BUDDE is an education consultant in 
Attleboro, Mass., specializing in school dis
trict organization and written communication. 
This article is adapted from his book, Educa
tion by Charter: Restructuring School Dis
tricts (Regional Laboratory for Educational 
Improvement of the Northeast and Islands, 
1988). 

illustration by Garry Nichols 
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building upon the past, not a discarding 
of it; and the amount of past development 
conditions the amount and variety of what 
can be done at present. "2s Thus such re
forms as those advocated by the Carnegie 
Forum on Education and the Economy 
and by the Holmes Group - reforms that 
attempt massive changes, veritable revo
lutions - may be doomed from the start. 

Some research-based evolutionary per
spectives are now emerging, and they are 
beginning to influence both oral tradition 
and politics. These evolutionary per
spectives touch on such issues as class 
size, mastery learning, direct instruction, 
questioning · techniques and wait-time, 
time-on-task, cooperative learning, tu
torial instruction, computer-aided in
struction, school reorganization, and 
year-round schooling. These issues di
rectly affect educators and the children 
they teach. 

This nation has wasted billions of dol
lars on poorly conceived but politically 
popular reform movements that have 
sapped the energies of schoolpeople. We 
need a national moratorium on reforms 
so that educators and local policy mak
ers can analyze their own problems. This 
could lead to a new concept: local sys
tem analysis. Each local school district 
would systematically study its own cul
tures - yes, cultures - and then imple
ment a carefully researched, well-coordi
nated, and well-funded plan for specific 
improvements. With adequate time to re
flect on real problems and on the impli
cations of alternative solutions, school 
systems could conceivably come up with 
intrinsically sound modifications that 
would genuinely improve their curricu
la, their instructional practices, their or
ganizational and staffing patterns, and 
their delivery of social services to chil
dren in need of such services. To date, 
however, education reformers have not 
(in the words of Sir Isaac Newton) "stood 
on the shoulders of giants." 
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"/ think I'm about to become the object of the verb to punish." 
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with the East India Company that au
thorized him to seek a short cut from 
Europe to Asia through the Arctic Ocean.· 
Hudson's charter included the objectives 
and time line of the mission, the re
sponsibilities of . the granting authority 
and of the recipient, provisions for doc
umenting Hudson's accomplishments, a 
plan for compensation, and the signatures 
of both parties. 

The elements of Hudson's charter are 
included in the educational charters be
tween groups of teachers and their school 
boards. The school board, as granting 
authority, funds a group of teachers to 
carry out a particular instructional pro
gram for three, four, or five years. The 
"educational charter," signed by tile' 
teachers and the board, spells out. the 
~ls, objectives, and responsibilities o.f. 
~oth p~rti~s_,_ 

Any group of teachers may propose a .. 
charter for a specific educational pur~ 
pose. For example, eight kindergarten, 
first-, and second-grade teachers might 
wish to unify the kindergarten and pri
mary-level curriculum by initiating a 
whole-language approach to instruction 
in all three grades. Or 10 high school 
teachers might wish to replace a chaotic 
system of electives with a coordinated hu
manities program for juniors and seniors. 
Or l 0 elementary math and science teach
ers might wish to coordinate the teach
ing of those two subjects in four elemen
tary schools and one middle school. 

A school district can start with a few 
well-planned pilot charters and add more .. 
chartered programs as the idea is tested 
and refined. A crisscrossing system oT 
multi-year charters would free the edu
cation system from the bOnds of the' 
·:~mgle-year operation syndrome.·: Re
designing curricula, building .programs, 
providing staff development, solving 
such tough problems as drugs in the 
school - these and similar projects all 
need to be viewed within a multi-year 
context. 

LIFE CYCLE OF A CHARTER 

The life cycle of an educational char
ter can be divided into five stages: gener
ating ideas, planning the charter, prepar
ing for teaching under the charter, teach
ing, and monitoring and evaluating the 
program. 

Generating ideas. The initial impetus 
for a group of teachers to decide to teacli 
under an educational charter could come 
from any number of sources: dissatisfac-· .. ' 

A district 

can start with a 

few well-planned 

pilot charters and 

add more chartered 

programs as the 

idea is refined. 

tion with the curriculum or with the or
ganization of instruction; enthusiasm for 
a teaching strategy that has proved suc
cessful in other schools; interest in ideas 
picked up at a conference or during a visit 
to classrooms in other school districts. 
. This is a.time of exploration and wide
ranging discussion. Parents and qthe.i;: 
members of the communitx, who might 
6e mterested m the curricular area or 
age group covered by the proposed char
ter could join the teachers ,to form a dis
cussion group. 

Should there be interest in developing 
a charter, the group would first submit 
a request for planning funds - sum
marizing the steps it would like to take 
to develop a charter plan. The budget in
cluded in this request should estimate the 
costs of such items as planning activities, 
consultant services, travel to out-of-town 
schools, and extra-time stipends for teach
~rs. The teachers would present their re-

. quest at a regular meeting of the school 
.board. 

Planning the charter. If planning funds 
are approved, the informal discussion 
group becomes a charter planning com
mittee and carries out the planning activi
ties specified in the request for funds. 

The results of the planning committee's 
efforts are summarized on the charter 
form itself. The form also includes the 
date of the agreement, the title of the 
charter, the beginning and ending dates 
for instruction under the charter, any 
necessary procedural steps, and the sig
natures of the board and teachers. 

Most of the space on the charter form 
is used to describe the age group to be 
served, the instructional objectives, and 
the various resources needed to accom-

plish the objectives. These items are writ
ten in such a way that they can be ob
served, monitored, and evaluated during 
the life of the charter. The following are 
some of the items that Inight be included 
on a charter form: 

• projected enrollment by grade level 
and subject; 

• applicable learning theories and the 
manner in which individual and group 
instruction would be used to maximize 
learning; 

• specific learning objectives, the test
ing programs to be used and their rela
tionships to other testing programs, and 
the manner in which the test results will 
be used; 

• the pattern of courses and units dur
ing the life of the charter; 

• assignments of teachers, aides, cler
ical staff, and volunteers; 

• examples of how career development 
and inservice education activities (includ
ing action research projects) will be in
tegrated with the curriculum and program 
needs of the charter; 

• a plan for encouraging parents and 
other community members to support the 
educational activities of the charter; 

•a plan for the use of textbooks, teach
er-produced materials, computers, li
braries, and media centers; 

• a program budget; 
• the organization of the charter team 

and its relationship to a charter advisory 
committee; and 

• a summary of plans for collecting 
data to monitor and evaluate the program 
and the names of two teachers to serve 
on a five-person committee charged with 
monitoring and evaluating the program. 

Preparing for teaching. If once the 
school board approves the charter, the 
next three to nine months are spent in 
preparation for teaching under the char
ter. Activities at this stage include: 

• completing the writing of the curric
ulum; 

• matching career development activi
ties and inservice education activities with 
the objectives of the program; 

• if appropriate, restructuring the plan
ning committee into an advisory cominit
tee; 

• assisting the teachers serving on the 
committee to monitor and evaluate the 
program in planning their documentation 
of charter activities; 

• designing and printing a brochure to 
explain the program to prospective stu
dents and their parents; 

• developing enrollment procedures, 
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Under a char-

ter system, no 

program, course, or 

service can continue 

year after year 

without being judged 

for effectiveness. 

taking care of scheduling, and providing 
space; 

• creating lesson materials and order
ing necessary books, audiovisual materi
als, and software; and 

• setting up continuing consultant, 
clerical, and other support services as 
provided in the charter. 

The third stage ends when schooling 
under the charter actually starts. Gener
ally, though not always, this will coin
cide with the beginning of the school 
year. 

Teaching under the chaner. This 
fourth stage comes when the school is in 
operation, with students in classes and 
teachers teaching. Budget status reports 
are provided on the first day ofeach quar
ter. Career development activities and in
service education activities are to be 
carried out as planned. If there is a need 
to replace staff members, the charter or 
school board policy will spell out the 
procedures. 

This fourth stage continues throughout 
the life of the charter. However, three or 
four months should be allowed before be
ginning the fifth and final stage: monitor
ing and evaluation. Teachers need ade
quate time to adjust to an organizational 
framework in which they have day-by
day control and within which they are 
responsible for their professional work. 

Program monitoring and evaluation. 
The plans for program monitoring and 
evaluation should be stated clearly in the 
charter in a way that allows the outcomes 
of the program to be observed. The 
teachers who serve on the committee to 
monitor and evaluate the program docu
ment charter activities. This committee 
also includes a teacher and an adminis
trator from outside the building in which 
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the chartered program is housed and a 
chairperson from outside the school dis
trict who has expertise in the curricular 
area or with the age group to which the 
charter applies. 

Early in the final year of the charter, 
the committee summarizes its conclu
sions and makes one of three recommen
dations: 1) renew the charter as current
ly operating, 2) renew the charter with 
recommended changes, or 3) don't renew 
the charter for specific reasons. The com
mittee's recommendation is submitted to 
the school board, along with the charter 
team's request for funds to plan for re
newal or the team's final report. 

IMPACT OF EDUCATIONAL CHARTERS 

In addition to freeing schools from the 
straitjacket of single-year operation, re
structuring the school district through 
education by charter achieves at least four 
goals . 

1. The roles of teachers and adminis
trators are redefined. Education by char
ter &ives teachers control over instruc
tion. TeaChers' instructional activ1t1es are 
·monitored and evaluated by an "inside/ 
outside corrimittee" during the life of the 
charter. Groups of teachers secure fund
ing for instruction directly from the 
school board. Awarding charters to 
groups of teachers creates a strong sense 
of collegiality that works to counter the 
much-criticized individualistic, "closed
door" model of teaching. 

Administrators develop a more realis
tic definition of "educational leadership." 
Gone is the diffuse and heavy burden of 
being responsible for instruction. The su
perintendent needs to have vision and 
skill in long-term planning. Principals 
continue doing what good principals are 
already domg: supportmg their teachers 
and creating a safe, positlve climate m 
which students can learn and grow." 

2. The operation of school boards 

~~ 
"How did he manage to come up 

with so many questions on pans un
known?." 

changes. Education by charter changes 
the nature of school board meetin s and 

erat1ons. The board spends more an9 
more time on matters related to why 
schools exist. The annual budget 1s bmlt 
by focusing on the objectives and costs 
of specific instructional programs. What 
better way for school board members to 
learn about school programs and services 
than to spend 30 to 60 minutes of every 
meeting listening to presentations and dis- . 
cussions from groups of teachers and act
ing on requests for planning funds and 
educational charters? 

3. A continuing cycle of curriculum im
provement and renewal is set in motion. 
Once a school district has changed all its 
programs and services to a chartersys:'." 
tern, every course and every service is 
·subJ~Ct to public review by the school 
board at least once every five years. No 
program, no course, no service can cOil
finue year after year, decade after dec
ade, without being judged for its effec
f1veness m meetmg its stated objectives. 
'I ymg chreer development activities and 
inservice education activities directly to 
the program objectives and.needs spelled 
out in the charters helps insure a continu
ing flow of new ideas to members of the 
charter team. 

4. All panies face the challenge of 
identifying the knowledge base for the 
entire school curriculum. As more and 
more charters are granted, school board 
members and professional educators find 
a workable, pragmatic knowledge base 
into which all parts of the school curric
ulum fit. The boundaries of those parts 
are determined by the ways in which 
"subject matter" is defined in the educa
tional charters. However, the overall pat
. tern and rationale of the curriculum must 
still be determined. 

Models for such a pattern are hard to 
find. Undergraduate and graduate educa
tion no longer operate under any well
organized plan that could provide a ready 
model. Problems, solutions, and teach
ing and research areas in colleges and 
universities seem to be subdividing within 
disciplines and crossing disciplinary 
lines. 

Education by charter is but one model 
of restructuring school districts. It won't 
solve all of education's ills or meet the 
needs of all districts. However, educa
tional charters have a built-in organi
zational framework and well-defined 
processes to insure the continuing im

. provement of instruction. !Kl 



Decentralizing a School District by Chartering All Schools 

by Ray Budde 

i --------------------------------------------------------------------------------
I would not expect local school boards, administrators, and teachers' 

unions to be enthusiastic about the growing interest in charter schools. After 

all, charter schools as presently envisioned are to be funded out of scarce 

public moneys but would operate "outside the system." 

One might ask, "Why haven't local school leaders allowed individual schools 

to become more autonomous and more responsible for their own destinies?" My 

response is that people in the major roles of an organization are generally 

frozen in established power relationships. Quite naturally, they oppose funda-

mental organizational change because they might lose the status and benefits 

they have achieved. Changing who has the power -- or who is perceived to have-

the power is a very. very difficult thing to do. 

Those in power in a school district seldom change the organization for 

idealistic reasons like better stud.e'nt learning or more parent involvement. 

However, local school leaders might change the organization of the school 

district if they felt they were under dire threat from the outside. And I 

believe that they are. 

Evidence of dire threat to traditional school district organization 

The emergence of charter schools may be the final wake-up call to local 

educational leaders that the organization in which they are enmeshed is no 

longer viable. And there have been numerous other wake-up calls during the 

recent past that have mostly gone unanswered: 

• Over fifteen years ago, the effective schools research established that the 

individual school (rather_ than the school district) was the unit of focus 

for reform and improvement. 
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In the studies and reports of the 1980's, the American public education 

system was "weighed in the scales and found wanting . " 

• International studies of student achievement on basic skills consistently 

show American students scoring significantly lower than students from other 

industrialized nations . 

• Over a quarter of a million children are now being educated at home. The 

number of "home schoolers" may well exceed 750,000 by the end of the century. 

• The increasing interest in parental choice of their children's schools is 

based on the assumption that competition will reward the better schools and 

cause the poorer schools to improve or close. 

• The increasing vulnerability of the men and women who fill the position of 

superintendent of schools may indicate that the centralized organization is 

no longer manageable by one person at the top. 

• The America 2000 program is relying heavily on forces and talents outside 

local school districts to create "break-the-mold schools ." 

• The Edison Project, under Chris Whittle's leadership, hopes to enroll 

2,000,000 students in a national network of for-profit "new American 

schools" by the Year 2005. 

This list provides sufficient evidence that there is a dire threat from the 

outside to how local schools are presently organized and how they function. The 

hierarchical, bureaucratic model may have been appropriate during more stable 

times; but it is no longer a responsive framework for local education in the 

volatile, rapidly changing world of today. But where do we look to find the 

structural timbers for a new, more viable framework for local education? 
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Private sector provides a model for a new organization for the school district 

In our society, education has always looked to the private sector for new 

forms of organization. In the nineteenth century, school leaders borrowed the 

"factory model" from manufacturing and cre·ated graded schools within a central

ized school district. (With few exceptions, this is how local education is 

still organized.) 

Today American business finds itself challenged by intense global competi

tion and a revolution in technology. In order to survive, many corporations are 

abandoning bureaucratic structure by flattening the hierarchy. Middle manage

ment is "downsized" by eliminating unnecessary white collar and support 

personnel. Power and responsibility are pushed as close as possible to where 

goods are made and where goods and services are sold. The central concept of 

the private sector's "new organization" is decentralization. 

Education would do well to follow the private sector.' in its move to decen

tralize. To do this, the hierarchy of the school district needs to be 

flattened. The "central office" (administrators, supervisors, specialists and 

support staff) needs to be downsized. Power and responsibility have to be 

pushed as close as possible to education's consumers, the pupils, their parents, 

and other citizens of the community. 

Decentralize by chartering all schools in a district 

Legislators and other policy makers are finding the notion of chartering 

schools an attractive means for reinventing schools from scratch. Given 

provisions for parental choice, these charter schools would compete against 

existing schools, which would have to improve or ultimately close. 

I see an additional greater opportunity for the use of the concept of 

chartering schools: a strategy for decentralizing school districts. 
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I believe school board members and leading educators in many schools districts 

are feeling heavy pressure to change. They may be looking for a way to change 

things to respond to this pressure. I would suggest that they consider 

decentralizing their districts through school charters. This strategy would 

place responsibility for results close to where learning takes place. 

A new decentralized school district would have a lean, central office that 

would serve as a support for autonomous schools. An inside-outside school 

monitoring and accountability function would insure that each school and major 

program would be examined and reviewed every five to seven years. 

The magnitude of this opportunity for restructuring becomes evident when the 

number and sizes of school districts are considered. Obviously, medium to large 

districts would have the most to gain by decentralizing. According to the 

National Center for Education Statistics, about 1500 of the 15,000 school 

districts have enrollments exceeding 5000 students. But these 1500 districts 

enroll about two/thirds of the nation's students. If decentralization through 

school charters becomes widely adopted, the number of students in chartered 

schools could exceed 20,000,000! 

I would not discourage the use of charter schools as a means of introducing 

competition among schools. But let's examine the potential (and let's provide 

some planning money) for those school boards who want to charter schools in 

order to decentralize their school districts. 

Ray Budde is a writer and consultant in school district policy and organization. This has been excerpted 

from the author's Chartering All Schools~ Strategy for Decentralizing a School District (in progress). 

A word on school choice. Decentralizing a school district and giving parents a 
choice of schools are not mutually exclusive processes. Decentralizing implies a 
change in the governance of a school district. Parental choice involves changing 
the way children are enrolled in particular schools. The element of choice will 
probably create competition among autonomous schools within a decentralized school 
district . Allowing choice across school district lines would add to the intensity 
of competition for pupils . 


