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CChhaarrtteerr  SScchhooooll  IInnnnoovvaattiioonnss::  
KKeeyyss  ttoo  EEffffeeccttiivvee  CChhaarrtteerr  RReeffoorrmm  

 

By Theodor Rebarber 
 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
 

harter schools represent the fastest-growing, reform movement in public education today. In just 
five years, 26 reform statutes have been passed and at least 475 schools have been established. 
Charter innovators in these states are redefining public education—from education that is 
provided by governmental entities to education that is offered by a range of public and private 

providers—that remains publicly-funded, nondiscriminatory and open to all, and accountable to public 
authorities for results. Typically, political support for charter reforms has cut across party lines, though, 
enacting effective legislation has required resisting pressure from established interest groups. 
 
It has become increasingly clear that the effectiveness of charter reforms, including whether any charter 
schools result at all, is dependent on crucial, often highly technical features of the charter statutes. 
Among the 19 charter statutes enacted between 1991 and the fall of 1995, 11 resulted in the 
establishment of nine or fewer schools by the fall of 1996, with five statutes resulting in no charter 
schools at all. Even in those states where a significant number of charter schools have been established, 
specific features of the charter statute have had a major impact on the range and success of charter 
schools. 
 
Based on the experience of charter schools over the last five years, seven key features of effective charter 
statutes can be identified. These included features: 

• Allow charter schools to be fully independent, diverse legal entities and avoid prescriptions for their 
internal governance or management; 

• Provide charter schools with a blanket waiver, including waivers for state statutes and regulations 
other than ones addresssing performance-based goals and assessments or health, safety, and civil 
rights, or education and administrative certification requirements; 

• Create new independent charter-approving entities, such as a state charter board, or authorize 
existing state entities, such as a state board of education, to approve charters. Charters approved by 
local school boards should be subject to state review. 

• Protect the integrity of the charter-approving process by insulating charter-approving entities from 
political influence and requiring that decisions be made on the basis of clear and objective criteria. 
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• Establish direct state funding of charter schools at a level equivalent to the average of all state and 
local expenditures, including both operating and capital revenues. 

• Ensure that charter schools have access to adequate public or private capital for facility and other 
major up-front costs that require long-term repayment schedules.  Either authorize long-term (15-
year) charters that permit typical facility repayment schedules or establish a process for charter 
schools to obtain equivalent public loan guarantees or credit enhancements. 

• Avoid limiting provisions that treat charter schools as “lighthouse” or “experimental” schools rather 
than as fundamental reform, such as an overall cap on the number of charter schools. 

 
Implementation of successful charter reforms in an increasing number of states, including the five 
profiled in this study, has demonstrated the potential of the charter mechanism. Contrary to the fears of 
some that charters would “cream” the best non-minority students and leave the rest worse off than before, 
the evidence so far appears to indicate that charter schools serve a more diverse and disadvantaged 
population than regular public schools.  
 
Across the different states, a broad array of charter schools has resulted, including at least six distinct 
models: schools managed by grassroots organizations, schools focused on special student populations, 
schools centered around distance learning/home learning, business-managed schools, schools structured 
as teacher cooperatives, and schools converted from regular public schools.  
 
Each of these models has distinct features, including organizational structure and mission, service 
delivery mechanism, or clients served. Schools established by grassroots groups (including parents, 
teachers, and community organizations) are currently the most numerous, as well as the type most 
favored by those involved with the current educational system. Home-learning schools represent the most 
innovative break with the past, but also the most controversial. Slightly less controversial to date are 
business-managed charter schools. Such schools, however, also appear to have a strong interest in 
replicability, an orientation toward research-tested educational methods, and provide greater access to up-
front capital and managerial talent. A substantial number of charter schools serve special student 
populations (such as dropouts or students with disabilities), representing a powerful response to those 
critics that predicted that market-style reforms would leave behind those populations in greatest need. 
 
In states where a healthy charter movement exists, reforms in regular public school districts have begun 
to be implemented as a result of the competitive pressure of nearby charter schools. Such positive effects 
of competition represent the fastest way for charter schools to spur broad improvement in the education 
of most school children. 
 
 

PP aa rr tt   11   

IInnttrroodduuccttiioonn  



  
  

22                                RRPPPPII  

ince Minnesota passed the first charter statute in 1991, laws authorizing the establishment of 
charter schools have been enacted in 25 states and the District of Columbia.1 For a new reform that 
is still too young to show definitive results, the speed with which charter schools have taken center 
stage in reinventing public education is breathtaking. Yet this speed is no accident. For while 

charter schools are ostensibly “new,” they represent a general reform strategy that responds powerfully to 
three converging forces: decades of educational research regarding the structural reforms necessary in 
education, an emerging political consensus among many Democrats and most Republicans, and a 
yearning among parents and the general public for a more dynamic, professional, and accountable 
educational system. Together, these forces are driving what may turn out to be the most fundamental 
rewriting of the basic groundrules, assumptions, and premises of public education in at least a century.  
 
But to an unprecedented degree in the arena of public education, where existing structures have largely 
remained unchanged since the 19th century, the success of this new reform movement is dependent on 
the specific legal provisions of state authorizing legislation. These often highly technical statutes can 
spell the difference between a policy environment that is conducive to the creation of new learning 
opportunities and one that creates so many hurdles that even the most committed reformers throw up their 
hands and decide nothing worthwhile can grow in it. Even between these poles of effectiveness, there are 
a range of options in key areas that can have substantial impact. This study takes stock of what we have 
learned so far about the range of charter schools and how to go about crafting effective state charter 
policies, focusing on five illustrative states with statutes that have been proven effective at spurring 
creation of charter schools: Arizona, California, Massachusetts, Michigan, and Minnesota. 
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AA..  CCrroossss--CCuuttttiinngg  PPoolliittiiccaall  SSuuppppoorrtt  
 
Political support for charter schools cuts across party lines. While most of the opposition to charter 
schools has come from public education establishment constituencies traditionally allied with the 
Democratic Party (e.g., the teacher unions), strong support by reform-minded Democratic policy makers 
has been a hallmark of the charter movement. In his state of the union speech to the nation in January 
1997, Bill Clinton called for the establishment of 3,000 charter schools, a seven-fold expansion, by the 
end of this decade. The decisive breakthrough in passing the first charter school statute came when 
Minnesota Democratic state representative Ken Nelson switched his position from opposing to 
supporting the measure. The author of the California charter law, former Democratic state senator Gary 
Hart, described the legislation as “a license to dream.” 
 
But while Democrats have often provided the decisive margin of support, Republicans have typically 
pushed to enact the strongest charter reforms possible. In 1996, a year of sharp partisanship on most 
issues at the national level, a Republican Congress passed, and President Clinton signed, a far-reaching 
charter bill for the District of Columbia that is among the bolder charter statutes enacted to date. 
Republican governors, such as John Engler of Michigan and Bill Weld of Massachusetts, have been 
among the most important and committed political advocates of charter reforms. More recently, they’ve 
been joined by governors Christine Whitman of New Jersey and George Pataki of New York. 
 
While the political scene remains fluid regarding such a new policy, a combination of philosophical 
overlap and political imperative appears to be preserving a sense of bipartisanship and providing strong 
fuel for the charter movement. Most Republicans are naturally attracted to a movement that contains 
market-style policies of consumer choice, competition, and new and diverse providers. The political 
potential of parents as a constituency favoring choice among schools is also attractive. Some Republicans 
hope that charter schools can serve as the first step toward a broader system of publicly funded choice 
that includes private schools. Many Democratic supporters see a potential for harnessing market 
mechanisms while still preserving core principles of public education. Others see an opportunity for 
empowering teachers to create more professional school environments. Further, some Democrats hope 
that charter schools will serve to divert and channel the political pressure of proposals for private school 
choice, which they generally oppose. 
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BB..  EEdduuccaattiioonn  RReeffoorrmm  RRoooottss  
 
Charter schools are sometimes portrayed by opponents as if they sprouted from nowhere in the early 
1990s, constituting a new and unproven direction for reform. In fact, while the specific “charter” 
mechanism may itself be new and still “unproven,” the basic approach is based on decades of education 
research and policy developments. The earliest roots may be found as far back as the 1960s, when 
researcher James Coleman shocked the education world with his study casting doubt on the usefulness of 
traditional input measures that could be enhanced through increased spending per pupil in altering 
educational achievement.2 Subsequent studies largely confirmed and elaborated on Coleman's findings.3 
 
But that did not mean that all schools were equally effective in educating students. Some schools were 
able to raise educational achievement substantially higher than other schools, even after taking into 
consideration socioeconomic factors such as family income and parent education levels. One line of 
research sought to identify the factors that were present in such “effective schools” and found broad 
organizational characteristics that could not easily be manipulated by policy makers.4 Such characteristics 
included: strong leadership, school mission focused on student results, broad agreement among staff on 
overall approach, and a view of schools as problem-solving rather than rule-following institutions. Other 
studies found school independence from governmental control, especially from local school districts, to 
be associated with greater student learning.5 A school district in East Harlem, New York, climbed from 
dead last in city-wide student achievement to the middle of the rankings after allowing groups of teachers 
to start new schools and permitting students to choose the ones they wished to attend.6 Yet the schools in 
East Harlem continued to face a New York City central school district that resisted granting them the 
autonomy they needed, while few districts in other parts of the country seemed interested in the East 
Harlem approach and fewer still tried to implement it. 
 
Meanwhile, the broader political and policy arena shifted dramatically in the 1980s, as deepening 
dissatisfaction with educational performance resulted in greater openness to solutions that previously 
would have been dismissed as too radical. Published by the federal government, A Nation At Risk 
crystallized public dissatisfaction in 1983 with its memorable charge of a “rising tide of mediocrity.”7  In 
1986, then Tennessee governor Lamar Alexander signaled in Time for Results, a report by the National 
Governors Association (NGA), that “...the governors are ready for some old-fashioned horse trading. 
We'll regulate less, if schools and school districts produce better results.”8 But efforts to improve 
organizational effectiveness without changing the groundrules of the existing system, through such 
reforms as site-based management and shared-decisionmaking, resulted in much frustration and little 
lasting improvement.9 
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The late American Federation of Teachers (AFT) president Albert Shanker was an early advocate of 
charter schools,10  though what he seemed to mean by the term was best exemplified by the troubled East 
Harlem approach, along with a union veto over the existence of any such schools. An early, more 
profound analysis of charter schools principles was proposed by charter advocate Ted Kolderie of 
Minnesota.11  Kolderie highlights a key feature of substanative charter school reforms: school districts 
lose their monopoly on the delivery of public education within their geographic boundaries, thus 
rejecting the “public utility” model of public education. The design of Minnesota's charter school law, the 
first in the nation, was consistent with this crucial insight.  
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CChhaarrtteerr  SScchhoooollss  IInn  PPrraaccttiiccee  

hough evidence from the 480 charter schools operating as of October 199612 is still preliminary, 
we can identify certain patterns that are emerging across various states and localities. Early 
concerns that charter schools might turn out to be elitist or discriminatory, either in their practices 

or in their impact, appear to have been misplaced. In addition, an extraordinarily diverse range of charter 
schools has been established, with few specific features in common but with most exhibiting the general 
characteristics of effective organizations. Finally, while the total number of charter schools is still 
relatively small, we can already see several alternative missions and organizational structures emerging, 
and we can begin examining the advantages and disadvantages of each of these “models.” 
 
Charter schools appear to be serving a broad cross-section of students, whether measured in terms of 
diversity or educational challenge. In the six states with the most charter schools, 40 percent of charter 
students may be classified as minority, substantially more than the 31 percent of public school students 
that fit the same description.13 A study by the Education Commission of the States found that at least half 
of charter schools it surveyed were designed to serve students “at risk.”14  Further, charter schools seem 
to attract a disproportionately high percentage of students who were not succeeding well in their previous 
schools. Though no comprehensive data are yet available on the type of students choosing charter 
schools, the cases encountered in this study were consistent with the findings of these earlier studies.15 Of 
course, such a result would make sense since the parents of students who are performing well in public 
schools are presumably less likely to be seeking alternatives. 
 
The charter schools themselves range broadly in their designs and in their educational philosophies, from 
traditional to progressive to numerous permutations in between. But they share certain characteristics that 
appear to indicate they either already are, or are likely to become, effective school organizations. Charter 
schools are almost always established by committed, often dynamic, leaders. They attract similarly hard-
working staffs that put in long hours despite salaries that are often below the level of surrounding public 
schools. And they almost always have a distinctive educational vision or approach that attracts staff and 
parents who share that approach; over time, that vision is strengthened further as those who disagree with 
that vision decide—sometimes with encouragement—to seek another school. 
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Further, in all states except California (where converted public schools and home-schooling charters are 
sometimes quite large) charter schools tend to be smaller in size than most public schools, with the aim of 
creating a tighter school community.16 While some charter school “failures” are inevitable and predicted 
by supporters and opponents alike, it has been something of a surprise that only four charter schools so 
far have actually had their charters revoked.17 
 
Stepping back from the specific features of individual schools, one can identify at least six charter 
“models.” While the models are not always exclusive (i.e., some charter schools qualify under more than 
one category), they represent distinct organizational structures or missions. These include: 
 
• Grassroots Organizations. Such schools are by far the most common model. They typically consist 

of groups of parents, teachers, community organizations, or combinations of these. 

• Distance Learning/Home Schooling. In some ways the boldest departure from the existing system, 
such charter schools can take advantage of state-of-the-art technology to offer interactive learning 
environments at home. Our experience with such charter schools has largely been limited to 
California, where they have often been established by school districts. 

• Special Population. The second most prevalent after “grassroots” charters, these schools, which 
focus on special populations such as dropouts or students with disabilities, form the second largest 
category (though many of them also qualify as grassroots organizations). They tend to be smaller 
than other charter schools, constituting a substantial portion of the secondary schools that have been 
established. 

• Business-Managed Schools. Charter schools managed by private companies, such as The Edison 
Project, form a small but growing portion of the schools established so far. Such schools are 
distinctive in their commitment to forming tightly knit organizations together with other schools 
managed by the same company, among other features. 

• Teacher Cooperative. One school in Minnesota, the New Country School in Le Seuer, has been 
established as a teacher cooperative. It highlights the potential of innovative organizational structures 
to empower teachers and offer them a fundamentally different role, one that some have argued is 
likely to enhance professionalism. 

• Public School Conversions.  Requiring a majority or super-majority vote of current teachers, and 
often parents as well, to be established, regular public schools that convert to charter schools form a 
significant portion of all charter schools (though a minuscule fraction of the potential number of 
conversions possible). 

                                                           
1166  OOnnee  ssttuuddyy  ((ddeessccrriibbeedd  iinn  MMiicchhaaeell  AA..  RReessnniicckk,,  CChhaarrtteerr  SScchhoooollss  LLeeggiissllaattiivvee  NNootteess,,  NNaattiioonnaall  SScchhooooll  BBooaarrddss  AAssssoocciiaattiioonn,,  

FFeebbrruuaarryy,,  11999966))  ffoouunndd  aa  cchhaarrtteerr  sscchhooooll  mmeeaann  ssiizzee  ooff  228877  ssttuuddeennttss,,  wwhhiillee  ootthheerrss  hhaavvee  ffoouunndd  ssoommeewwhhaatt  llaarrggeerr  sscchhoooollss,,  bbuutt  aallll  
aaggrreeee  tthhaatt  cchhaarrtteerrss  aarree,,  oonn  aavveerraaggee,,  ssmmaalllleerr  tthhaann  mmoosstt  ppuubblliicc  sscchhoooollss..  MMaannyy  sscchhoooollss  tthhaatt  ttaarrggeett  cceerrttaaiinn  aatt--rriisskk  ppooppuullaattiioonnss,,  
ssuucchh  aass  ddrrooppoouuttss,,  sseerrvvee  ffeewweerr  tthhaann  110000  ssttuuddeennttss..  

1177  TThhrreeee  CCaalliiffoorrnniiaa  cchhaarrtteerr  sscchhoooollss  hhaavvee  hhaadd  tthheeiirr  cchhaarrtteerrss  rreevvookkeedd,,  iinncclluuddiinngg  EEdduuTTrraaiinn  iinn  LLooss  AAnnggeelleess,,  JJoohhnnssoonn  UUrrbbaann  
LLeeaagguuee  iinn  SSaann  DDiieeggoo,,    aanndd  WWiinnddoowwss  iinn  SSaann  DDiieeggoo..  CCiittiizzeenn  22000000,,  iinn  PPhhooeenniixx,,  iiss  tthhee  oonnllyy  sscchhooooll  iinn  AArriizzoonnaa  tthhaatt  hhaass  hhaadd  iittss  
cchhaarrtteerr  rreevvookkeedd..  



  
  

88                                RRPPPPII  

PP aa rr tt   44   

TThhee  CChhaarrtteerr  SScchhooooll  SSttaattuutteess  

AA..  KKeeyy  DDiiffffeerreenncceess  AAmmoonngg  tthhee  SSttaattuutteess  
 
The fate of individual charter schools depends in large measure on the talent and effort of the individuals 
in a particular school. But whether charter schools, as a group, flourish or fail in a particular jurisdiction 
is determined primarily by the specific provisions of the relevant charter school statute. 
 
Among the 26 jurisdictions that have charter school statutes, the differences in key provisions, some of 
them quite technical, can be crucial. In evaluating the various charter statutes, charter proponents have 
tended to emphasize two criteria: the degree of charter school autonomy and whether an entity other than 
the local school district may grant a charter. Statutes that satisfy such criteria are often referred to as 
“strong” while others are labeled “weak.” More recently, others have proposed more neutral terms, such 
as “expansive” or “restrictive.”18 
 
Regardless of the particular terms used to evaluate charter statutes, many state statutes are failing a 
minimal, objective “market” criterion: they have been ineffective in authorizing a significant number of 
charter schools or, in some cases, any schools at all. On the basis of this somewhat stark set of results, an 
even more accurate description of “weak” statutes that have proven incapable of accomplishing their 
stated purpose might be that they are simply “ineffective” in achieving stated goals.  
 
There exist important differences among the “stronger” statutes, some of which are highly technical but 
have important consequences. Instead of attempting to rank the more effective statutes on the basis of 
“strength,” this study identifies the key policy issues raised by these differences and highlights 
recommendations for those interested in developing high-quality statutes. Even relatively effective 
statutes are often riddled with provisions that reformers might wish to avoid in developing new laws, or 
in improving older ones. Such flaws were sometimes the result of political compromises necessary to 
pass legislation, while in other cases the provisions may have been well-intended but experience has 
since suggested better solutions.  
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BB..  AArriizzoonnaa  
 
Enacted in a special legislative session in June 1994, on the heels of an unsuccessful effort to enact 
private school vouchers, Arizona's charter schools statute contains features that are widely viewed as 
among the most favorable of any statute for charter developers.19 The charter statute authorizes any 
individual, group, or entity to apply for a charter. Applications may be filed with a local school board, the 
state board of education, or a newly created state charter board. Each of these entities may independently 
approve charter school applications. Approved charter schools are designated independent government 
entities with full autonomy from local school districts. Up to 25 charters may be approved annually by 
the new charter board and a similar number by the state board of education. There are no limits on the 
number of schools that may be approved by local school districts. 
 
Under the leadership of Superintendent Lisa Graham Keegan, implementation of the charter statute is 
proceeding at a strong pace. In 1995, 69 charters were operating in the state (serving over 6,500 
students), while 163 had opened their doors by fall 1996.20 Far from “skimming” the best students, as 
critics had predicted, most Arizona students served by charter schools scored below statewide averages 
on standardized tests. As in other states, charter schools in Arizona have demonstrated an ability to attract 
students previously enrolled in private or home schools: approximately 30 percent of students in charter 
schools were not previously enrolled in Arizona public schools.21 The unexpected result has been a net 
increase in the total amount spent by the state for public education, even though charter schools receive 
only $4,357 per student in public funds compared to $5,371 for regular public schools. Over ten years, 
however, the difference could result in up to $368 million in total net savings to the state as more 
students attend charter schools, at the lower per-student funding levels, rather than traditional public 
schools.22 
 
In 1996, the Arizona legislature enacted two substantial amendments to the charter statute. One 
lengthened the term of Arizona charters to 15 years from the previous five, while the other removed a 
prohibition on charter schools owning property purchased through operating funds. Both amendments, 
which were supported by most Arizona charter schools, were targeted at enhancing the ability of charter 
schools to secure adequate facilities.  
 
Prior to the amendments, Arizona charter schools were in the untenable position of receiving no extra 
capital funds from the state and being unable to sell bonds. At the same time, they were also unable to 
leverage their operating funds for this purpose because no bank would make a loan for property without 
the right to foreclose and gain title if the school was unable to pay off the loan (previously, title reverted 
to the state). Lengthening the term of charters also made it easier for charter schools to seek loans for this 
purpose because such loans often extend at least 15 years; no commercial bank has ever provided a loan 
to a charter school for a term longer than the term of the charter. Even with such enhancements to the 
statute, the challenge of financing capital improvements on relatively low per pupil operating revenues 
(by national standards) continues to be a major challenge. 
 
 

                                                           
1199  SSeeee,,  ffoorr  eexxaammppllee,,  LLoouuaannnn  AA..  BBiieerrlleeiinn,,  CChhaarrtt,,  11999955..  
2200    CCeenntteerr  ffoorr  EEdduuccaattiioonn  RReeffoorrmm,,  CChhaarrtt,,  OOccttoobbeerr  1166,,  11999966..  
2211  MMaarryy  GGiiffffoorrdd,,  wwiitthh  TTiimmootthhyy  KKeelllleerr,,  AArriizzoonnaa''ss  CChhaarrtteerr  SScchhoooollss::  AA  SSuurrvveeyy  ooff  PPaarreennttss,,  GGoollddwwaatteerr  IInnssttiittuuttee,,  AArriizzoonnaa  IIssssuuee  

AAnnaallyyssiiss  ##114400,,  AApprriill  11999966..  
2222  JJeeffffrreeyy  FFllaakkee  aanndd  MMaarryy  GGiiffffoorrdd,,  CChhaarrtteerr  SScchhooooll  MMyytthh,,  GGoollddwwaatteerr  IInnssttiittuuttee,,  FFeebbrruuaarryy  88,,  11999966..  
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Arizona is also facing a number of technical issues related to its funding mechanism. A funding cycle 
that traditionally funded public schools based on the previous year's enrollment has resulted in an 
unnecessary cost of approximately $35 million to the state each year for students that transfer into charter 
schools but that are still counted on public school rolls.23  Other difficulties arose from a dispute over the 
amount of transportation funding charter schools should receive (many expected to receive more than 
they were actually given) and an uneven system of payments over the course of the school year. These 
problems created significant financial difficulties for several charter schools. In response, in 1997, the 
state was considering a shift to “real time,” monthly funding for all publicly funded schools—charter and 
traditional—based on current enrollment. 
 
Despite these difficulties, a broad range of new charter schools have been established (see Table 1). 
While home schooling/distance learning charters are prohibited by the statute, there are a substantial 
number of business-operated charters, as well as grassroots and special-population charters. While public 
schools have shown relatively little interest in conversion, several private and nonprofit educational 
institutions have converted to charters and substantially expanded the number of students they serve. 
 

Table 1: The Origins of Charter Schools in Arizona:24 

12 Private School 
5 Public school 
9 Community-Based Organizations 

24 New 
2 For-Profit Organizations 

 
Perhaps because Arizona has proceeded fastest among the states down the path of fundamentally 
restructuring its education system, it may be encountering later-stage hurdles that most other states have 
not yet reached. Arizona has already found it necessary to revoke the charter of one school—Citizen 
2000 of Phoenix. In an incident well-covered in the local press, the school was found to have 
overreported student enrollment in an effort to obtain funds to which it was not entitled. 
 
Some of the early enthusiasm of grassroots charter school developers in the first two years is increasingly 
balanced by a greater appreciation for the enormous challenges involved in starting and operating new 
schools. The number of applications filed with the state charter-approving boards was appreciably lower 
for the 1997-1998 academic year, while the state is taking a more cautious approach to screening charter 
applicants. In an effort to recruit the broadest possible pool of quality applicants, the state also appears to 
be making a conscious effort to invite national education-management companies to apply for charters. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                           

2233  JJeeffffrreeyy  LL..  FFllaakkee,,  AA  CCoommmmoonn  SSeennssee  CChhaarrtteerr  SScchhooooll  AAggeennddaa,,  GGoollddwwaatteerr  IInnssttiittuuttee,,  MMaarrcchh  44,,  11999966..  
2244  MMaarryy  GGiiffffoorrdd,,  wwiitthh  TTiimmootthhyy  KKeelllleerr,,  AArriizzoonnaa''ss  CChhaarrtteerr  SScchhoooollss::  AA  SSuurrvveeyy  ooff  PPaarreennttss..  
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CCaassee  EExxaammppllee  ##11::  AArriizzoonnaa  SScchhooooll  ffoorr  tthhee  AArrttss  
 

AArriizzoonnaa  SScchhooooll  ffoorr  tthhee  AArrttss,,  ““wwhheerree  aaccaaddeemmiicc  rriiggoorr  aanndd  aarrttiissttiicc  aacchhiieevveemmeenntt  
mmeeeett,,””2255  ooppeenneedd  iittss  ddoooorrss  aass  aa  nneeww  sscchhooooll  iinn  AAuugguusstt  11999955..  SSeerrvviinngg  hhiigghh  sscchhooooll  
ssttuuddeennttss  iinn  iittss  ffiirrsstt  yyeeaarr  aanndd  aaddddiinngg  mmiiddddllee  sscchhooooll  iinn  ffaallll  11999966,,  tthhiiss  cchhaarrtteerr  sscchhooooll  
pprroovviiddeess  aa  ccoolllleeggee  pprreeppaarraattoorryy  aaccaaddeemmiicc  ccuurrrriiccuulluumm  eevveenn  aass  iitt  ffooccuusseess  oonn  ppeerrffoorrmmiinngg  aarrttss  
iinnssttrruuccttiioonn  aatt  tthhee  ccoonnsseerrvvaattoorryy  lleevveell..    IItt  iiss  llooccaatteedd  iinn  aa  ffaacciilliittyy  oonn  cchhuurrcchh  ggrroouunnddss,,  tthhoouugghh  iitt  hhaass  nnoo  
aaffffiilliiaattiioonn  wwiitthh  tthhee  cchhuurrcchh,,  aanndd  tthhee  ffaacciilliittyy  wwaass  cchhoosseenn,,  aatt  lleeaasstt  iinn  ppaarrtt,,  bbeeccaauussee  iitt  iiss  nneeaarr  tthhee  
PPhhooeenniixx  aarrttss  ddiissttrriicctt..  

  

TThheerree  hhaavvee  bbeeeenn  aa  ffeeww  ssuurrpprriisseess..  MMoorree  tthhaann  5500  ppeerrcceenntt  ooff  eenntteerriinngg  ssttuuddeennttss  ssccoorree  bbeellooww  
ggrraaddee  lleevveell,,  wwhhiicchh  hhaass  rreeqquuiirreedd  ssoommee  aaddaappttaattiioonn  ttoo  hheellpp  ssttuuddeennttss  aattttaaiinn  tthhee  sscchhooooll''ss  cchhaalllleennggiinngg  
aaccaaddeemmiicc  ggooaallss..  SSoommee  ssttuuddeennttss  hhaadd  cchhoosseenn  tthhee  sscchhooooll  oonn  tthhee  bbaassiiss  ooff  tthhee  aarrttss  ffooccuuss,,  nnoott  
eexxppeeccttiinngg  ttoo  hhaavvee  ttoo  ssppeenndd  aass  mmuucchh  ttiimmee  oonn  ootthheerr  ssuubbjjeeccttss..  TThhee  sscchhooooll  hhaass  eexxppeerriieenncceedd  aa  
lleeaarrnniinngg  ccuurrvvee  iinn  ffiilllliinngg  oouutt  tthhee  vvoolluummiinnoouuss  ffoorrmmss  rreeqquuiirreedd  ffoorr  ssttaattee  aanndd  ffeeddeerraall  pprrooggrraammss  aanndd  
rreegguullaattiioonnss..  IImmpplleemmeennttaattiioonn  pprroocceeeeddeedd  vveerryy  wweellll  iinn  tthhee  ffiirrsstt  yyeeaarr  aanndd  tthhee  sscchhooooll  ppllaannss  ttoo  ggrrooww  ttoo  
aa  ssttuuddeenntt  bbooddyy  ooff  225500  ssttuuddeennttss..2266  

  
  
  
  

CCaassee  EExxaammppllee  ##22::  HHeerriittaaggee  AAccaaddeemmyy  
  
BBeegguunn  iinn  tthhee  ffaallll  ooff  11999955,,  HHeerriittaaggee  AAccaaddeemmyy  cchhaarrtteerr  sscchhooooll  ooppeerraatteess  ttwwoo  

ccaammppuusseess,,  oonnee  ffoorr  110000  ssttuuddeennttss  iinn  CCllaarrkkddaallee  aanndd  oonnee  ffoorr  116600  ssttuuddeennttss  iinn  MMeessaa..  TThhee  ccoommmmoonn  
tthhrreeaadd  aaccrroossss  tthhee  ccuurrrriiccuulluumm  iiss  ““tthhee  ssttuuddyy  ooff  ggrreeaatt  mmeenn  aanndd  wwoommeenn  ......wwhhoo  wweerree  ssiiggnniiffiiccaanntt  iinn  
tthheeiirr  iinnfflluueennccee,,  aanndd  aarree  ccoonnssiiddeerreedd  oouuttssttaannddiinngg  rroollee  mmooddeellss..””  TThhee  eemmpphhaassiiss  iiss  oonn  ddeevveellooppiinngg  iinn  
ssttuuddeennttss  ““aann  aapppprreecciiaattiioonn  ffoorr  hhiissttoorryy,,  lliivviinngg  rriigghhtt,,  aanndd  ccoorrrreecctt  pprriinncciippllee..””2277  SSttuuddeennttss  mmaaiinnttaaiinn  
ppoorrttffoolliiooss  ooff  tthheeiirr  bbeesstt  wwoorrkk  tthhaatt  ddeemmoonnssttrraattee  aattttaaiinnmmeenntt  ooff  eedduuccaattiioonnaall  oobbjjeeccttiivveess..  TThhee  MMeessaa  
sscchhooooll  sseerrvveess  ssttuuddeennttss  iinn  ggrraaddeess  sseevveenn  tthhrroouugghh  ttwweellvvee,,  wwhhiillee  tthhee  CCllaarrkkddaallee  sscchhooooll  sseerrvveess  ssttuuddeennttss  
iinn  ggrraaddeess  ssiixx  tthhrroouugghh  ttwweellvvee..  

  

HHeerriittaaggee  wwaass  ccoonnvveerrtteedd  ffrroomm  aa  pprriivvaattee  sscchhooooll  ttoo  aa  cchhaarrtteerr  sscchhooooll..  BBaasseedd  oonn  tthheeiirr  pprreevviioouuss  
bbuussiinneessss  rreeccoorrdd,,  tthhee  sscchhooooll  aaddmmiinniissttrraattoorr  wwaass  aabbllee  ttoo  sseeccuurree  aa  $$7755,,000000  llooaann  ttoo  aassssiisstt  wwiitthh  ssttaarrtt--
uupp  ccoossttss..  TThhee  MMeessaa  sscchhooooll  iiss  llooccaatteedd  oonn  tthhee  ggrroouunnddss  ooff  aa  JJeewwiisshh  tteemmppllee  ((ssoolleellyy  oonn  tthhee  bbaassiiss  ooff  tthhee  
qquuaalliittyy  ooff  tthhee  ffaacciilliittyy  aanndd  wwiitthh  nnoo  aaffffiilliiaattiioonn))..  HHeerriittaaggee  eennccoouunntteerreedd  ssoommee  uunneexxppeecctteedd  oobbssttaacclleess..  
AAnn  aatttteemmpptt  ttoo  ppuurrcchhaassee  ccoommppuutteerrss  ffrroomm  oonnee  vveennddoorr  wwaass  ssttyymmiieedd  wwhheenn  iitt  wwaass  nnoott  ppeerrmmiitttteedd  ttoo  
ssaattiissffyy  tthhee  ccoommppaannyy''ss  ccoonnddiittiioonn  ooff  eennccuummbbeerriinngg  ffuuttuurree  ppuubblliicc  ddoollllaarrss  ttoo  ppaayy  ffoorr  tthheemm..  AAss  aa  rreessuulltt,,  
tthheeyy  wweerree  nnoott  aabbllee  ttoo  pprrooccuurree  ccoommppuutteerrss  uunnttiill  ttwwoo  wweeeekkss  aafftteerr  tthhee  sscchhooooll  ooppeenneedd..  DDuuee  ttoo  aa  
cchhaannggee  iinn  ssttaattee  ppoolliiccyy  rreeggaarrddiinngg  ttrraannssppoorrttaattiioonn  ffuunnddss  ffoorr  cchhaarrtteerr  sscchhoooollss,,  HHeerriittaaggee  uunneexxppeecctteeddllyy  
hhaadd  ttoo  ccuutt  $$110000,,000000  ffrroomm  iittss  bbuuddggeett  iinn  tthhee  llaasstt  ffoouurr  mmoonntthhss  ooff  iittss  ffiirrsstt  yyeeaarr..  DDeessppiittee  ssuucchh  
ddiiffffiiccuullttiieess,,  tthhee  sscchhooooll  iiss  pprroocceeeeddiinngg  wweellll  aanndd  eevveennttuuaallllyy  mmaayy  eexxppaanndd  ttoo  ootthheerr  ssiitteess..2288    

 

                                                           
2255  AArriizzoonnaa  SScchhooooll  ffoorr  tthhee  AArrttss,,  ppaammpphhlleett,,  JJuunnee  11999966..  
2266  AArriizzoonnaa  SScchhooooll  ffoorr  tthhee  AArrttss,,  ppeerrssoonnaall  ccoommmmuunniiccaattiioonn  ffrroomm  AArrttss  DDiirreeccttoorr  MMaarrkk  FFrraanncciiss,,  JJuunnee  22,,  11999966..  
2277  HHeerriittaaggee  AAccaaddeemmyy,,  ppeerrssoonnaall  ccoommmmuunniiccaattiioonn  ffrroomm  PPrriinncciippaall  SStteevvee  AAnnddeerrssoonn,,  JJuunnee  33,,  11999966..  
2288  IIbbiidd..  
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CC..  CCaalliiffoorrnniiaa  
 
In 1992, California became the second state to authorize charter schools. In California, authority to grant 
charters is held by local school boards, and rejected applicants are permitted an appeal to county school 
boards.29 The statute states broadly that charter schools should be treated as entities separate from the 
local district, but it does not specifically delineate the legal status of charter schools or require that they 
be fully independent. A charter applicant is also required to obtain endorsements from either ten percent 
of teachers in the district or 50 percent of teachers in a particular school in the district.  
 
With over 100 charter schools operating in California by fall 1996, progress so far has been encouraging 
for charter advocates. Implementation, however, has been hard-fought and uneven. Many of the 
difficulties encountered can be traced to provisions in the statute placed there by opponents. Most 
damaging has been the dominance of local school districts in the charter-approval process, as well as the 
lack of clarity on independent legal status for charter schools. While California has more charter schools 
than any other state, proportionately the number is relatively low given the size of the educational system 
and the number of years the statute has been in effect.  
 
The great majority of California charter schools have had to accept only partial autonomy and partial 
funding as a condition for obtaining a charter from their local districts.30 Districts have sometimes 
imposed burdensome requirements, such as workplace rules contained in the district's collective 
bargaining agreement. One district imposed a new ten percent funding surcharge, in addition to 15 
percent previously agreed to, because the district is experiencing a budget shortfall and prefers not to 
reduce its own expenses. The charter school, however, has little recourse since its funding flows through 
the district, and the renewal of its charter will also ultimately depend on the district. 
 
The type of charter schools that have been established in California, as categorized by the six charter 
models, is unusual in comparison to other states. Due to district dominance of charter approvals and the 
requirement of teacher endorsements of the applications, the playing field has favored applicants that are 
already politically well-attuned to the local district. Thus, California has the largest percentage among 
states of charter schools converted from regular public schools (35 percent of all California charters), 
more than “start-up” charter schools of all kinds (32 percent of all California charters).31 Even 
“supportive” California districts sometimes regard charter schools less as levers for systemwide reform 
than as yet another opportunity for top-down, “model” schools.32  
 
At the same time, California's statute is less restrictive than most other statutes in one important way: it 
does not prohibit charter schools from offering independent study or home instruction. As a result, over 
one-fifth of California charter schools consist of independent study/home instruction programs (21 
percent). Because of the charter approval process, most—though not all—of these appear to have 
previously been district programs that were granted a charter by the district. (If one also includes these in 

                                                           
2299  IInn  CCaalliiffoorrnniiaa,,  ccoouunnttyy  ddiissttrriiccttss  aarree  aaddmmiinniissttrraattiivvee  uunniittss  tthhaatt  pprroovviiddee  sseerrvviicceess  ttoo  llooccaall  ddiissttrriiccttss,,  ssuucchh  aass  bbuuss  ttrraannssppoorrttaattiioonn..  
3300  BByy  oonnee  ccoouunntt,,  oonnllyy  ttwwoo  ooff  tthhee  8899  sscchhoooollss  ooppeerraattiinngg  bbyy  sspprriinngg  11999966  wweerree  ffuullllyy  aauuttoonnoommoouuss  ooff  tthheeiirr  llooccaall  ddiissttrriicctt..  
3311  LLiittttllee  HHoooovveerr  CCoommmmiissssiioonn,,  TThhee  CChhaarrtteerr  MMoovveemmeenntt::  RReeffoorrmm  SScchhooooll  bbyy  SScchhooooll,,  MMaarrcchh  11999966,,  pp..  1188..  
3322  IInn  tthhee  SSaann  CCaarrllooss  EElleemmeennttaarryy  SScchhooooll  DDiissttrriicctt,,  tthhee  ddiissttrriicctt  ssuuppeerriinntteennddeenntt  uusseedd  tthhee  cchhaarrtteerr  ssttaattuuttee  aass  aann  ooppppoorrttuunniittyy  ttoo  ccrreeaattee  

hhiiss  oowwnn  vveerrssiioonn  ooff  tthhee  iiddeeaall  sscchhooooll..  WWhhiillee  tthhee  sscchhooooll  aappppeeaarrss  ttoo  hhaavvee  bbeeeenn  ggrraanntteedd  ssuubbssttaannttiiaall  aauuttoonnoommyy  aanndd  mmaayy  ttuurrnn  oouutt  
ttoo  bbee  aa  ggoooodd  sscchhooooll,,  ssuucchh  ““ppiilloott””  sscchhoooollss  hhaavvee  nneevveerr  bbeeeenn  ssuucccceessssffuull  aatt  ssppuurrrriinngg  bbrrooaaddeerr  rreeffoorrmmss..  TThheeyy  aarree  aallssoo  aa  ffaarr  ccrryy  
ffrroomm  tthhee  bboottttoomm--uupp,,  mmaarrkkeett--ssttyyllee  ssyysstteemm  eennvviissiioonneedd  bbyy  cchhaarrtteerr  aaddvvooccaatteess..  
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the count of converted public schools, a majority of California charter schools would fall into that 
category.)  
 
While often limited to one home-instruction charter in a district, these fast-growing schools are 
competing across the state to serve interested families, sometimes in innovative ways. The Choice 2000 
charter school takes full advantage of modern technology—including the internet and instructional 
software—to provide structured, on-line education to its students. One of the most popular of such 
charter schools, Horizon Instructional Systems, suffered months of harassment by the state department of 
education. In a bizarre episode, the state insisted that this particular charter school, unlike any other, 
could not provide learning opportunities to its students that were not also offered to other district 
students. Not only was this requirement inconsistently applied, but its thrust was in direct contradiction to 
the charter statute's goal of creating new, previously unavailable, educational opportunities.33 
 
A pattern of difficulties has been caused by an indifferent, sometimes even hostile, state education 
bureaucracy. For example, the state department has interpreted the law in such a manner that charters 
approved on appeal to a county board are subject to all state education regulations (while district-
approved charters are exempt).  
 
The Little Hoover Commission, an independent state panel, found that the state department of education has: 

1. declined to fund charter schools directly, ignoring the “wording and intent” of the statute to the 
contrary; 

2. created confusion by treating similar schools differently; 
3. interpreted the law in ways not intended by the legislature; and 
4. in the past, provided only lukewarm support for those seeking technical assistance.34 

 
The commission recommended that the legislature pass a range of amendments to strengthen the charter 
statute, including designating additional supportive chartering entities, guaranteed independence for 
charter schools, and direct funding from the state. Despite encouragement from Republican Gov. Pete 
Wilson, retired Democratic charter statute author Gary Hart, and others, the legislature has been unable to 
enact any improvements in the law. Opposition to the reforms was organized by representatives of the 
public education establishment, led by the California Teachers Association (CTA). 
 
While most California charter schools have generally been viewed as highly successful, especially by the 
parents and educators associated with them, California also has had to face the largest number of charter 
school closings. By 1997, three schools had their charters revoked. Edutrain, Los Angeles, had its charter 
revoked for financial mismanagement. The Johnson Urban League charter school in San Diego had its 
charter revoked for asserting legal independence from the local district. The Windows school in San 
Diego had its charter revoked due to a facility-related matter. While not all of these failures can be laid 
entirely at the feet of the school and its management, the very fact that charters may be closed and have 
their charter revoked under certain circumstances demonstrates that charter schools are far more 
accountable than regular public schools. 
 

  
  

                                                           
3333    TThhee  ssttaattee  ddeeppaarrttmmeenntt  ooff  eedduuccaattiioonn  eevveennttuuaallllyy  rreelleenntteedd,,  bbuutt  oonnllyy  aafftteerr  mmoonntthhss  ooff  tthhrreeaatteenniinngg  tthhee  eexxiisstteennccee  ooff  tthhee  cchhaarrtteerr  

sscchhooooll..  
3344  LLiittttllee  HHoooovveerr  CCoommmmiissssiioonn,,  TThhee  CChhaarrtteerr  MMoovveemmeenntt::  RReeffoorrmm  SScchhooooll  bbyy  SScchhooooll,,  MMaarrcchh,,  11999966..  
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CCaassee  EExxaammppllee  ##33::  JJoohhnnssoonn  UUrrbbaann  LLeeaagguuee  CChhaarrtteerr  SScchhooooll  
  
EEssttaabblliisshheedd  tthhrroouugghh  aa  ppaarrttnneerrsshhiipp  bbeettwweeeenn  JJoohhnn  JJoohhnnssoonn  ooff  tthhee  UUrrbbaann  LLeeaagguuee  aanndd  aa  

ggrroouupp  ooff  ppuubblliicc  sscchhooooll  tteeaacchheerrss,,  tthhee  sscchhooooll  wwaass  tthhee  ffiirrsstt  cchhaarrtteerr  sscchhooooll  ccrreeaatteedd  bbyy  aa  cciivviill  
rriigghhttss  oorrggaanniizzaattiioonn..  TThhee  sscchhooooll  hhaadd  aa  ssppeecciiaall  ffooccuuss  oonn  ssppaaccee  aanndd  tteecchhnnoollooggyy,,  iinncclluuddiinngg  aa  
ppaarrttnneerrsshhiipp  wwiitthh  HHeewwlleetttt--PPaacckkaarrdd  CCoorrppoorraattiioonn..  AAss  aa  ccoonnvveerrssiioonn  ooff  aann  eexxiissttiinngg  ppuubblliicc  sscchhooooll,,  tthhee  
mmaajjoorriittyy  ((aapppprrooxxiimmaatteellyy  7700  ppeerrcceenntt))  ooff  tteeaacchheerrss  ssttaayyeedd  oonn  aass  ssttaaffff  iinn  tthhee  cchhaarrtteerr  sscchhooooll..  TThhee  
tteeaacchheerrss  rreemmaaiinneedd  aa  ppaarrtt  ooff  tthhee  llooccaall  uunniioonn  aanndd  wweerree  ssuubbjjeecctt  ttoo  tthhee  eexxiissttiinngg  ccoolllleeccttiivvee  bbaarrggaaiinniinngg  
aaggrreeeemmeenntt..  

  

TThhee  sscchhooooll  ddiissttrriicctt  hhaannddlleedd  aaddmmiinniissttrraattiivvee  ffuunnccttiioonnss,,  tthhoouugghh  iitt  aalllloowweedd  tthhee  sscchhooooll  ssoommee  
fflleexxiibbiilliittyy  iinn  mmaannaaggeemmeenntt  ddeecciissiioonnss..  UUssiinngg  ssaavviinnggss  aaccccoommpplliisshheedd  tthhrroouugghh  mmoorree--eeffffiicciieenntt  
bbuuddggeettiinngg,,  tthhee  sscchhooooll,,  wwhhiicchh  eennrroolllleedd  445500  ssttuuddeennttss,,  wwaass  aabbllee  ttoo  hhiirree  tthhee  pprriivvaattee  ffiirrmm  BBeerrlliittzz,,  JJrr..  ttoo  
pprroovviiddee  SSppaanniisshh  iinnssttrruuccttiioonn..  TTeeaacchheerrss  wweerree  mmoottiivvaatteedd  ttoo  bbeeccoommee  aa  cchhaarrtteerr  sscchhooooll  bbeeccaauussee  ooff  
iinnssttrruuccttiioonnaall  ddiiffffeerreenncceess  wwiitthh  tthhee  ddiissttrriicctt..  IInnsstteeaadd  ooff  tteeaacchhiinngg  rreeaaddiinngg  tthhrroouugghh  ““wwhhoollee  llaanngguuaaggee,,””  
tteeaacchheerrss  ddeecciiddeedd  ttoo  uussee  tthhee  ddiirreecctt  iinnssttrruuccttiioonn  aapppprrooaacchh  aafftteerr  aa  mmeeeettiinngg  wwiitthh  HHoouussttoonn  eedduuccaattiioonn  
ccoonnssuullttaanntt  TThhaaddddeeuuss  LLootttt..  TTeeaacchheerrss  wwiisshheedd  ttoo  rreeqquuiirree  uunniiffoorrmmss  ffoorr  ssttuuddeennttss..3355  EEaarrllyy  
iimmpplleemmeennttaattiioonn  ddiiffffiiccuullttiieess,,  iinncclluuddiinngg  ppeerrssuuaaddiinngg  ppaarreennttss  ooff  tthhee  mmeerriittss  ooff  yyeeaarr--rroouunndd  sscchhoooolliinngg  aass  
wweellll  aass  iinntteerrnnaall  ddiiffffeerreenncceess  rreeggaarrddiinngg  ssppeennddiinngg  aanndd  mmaannaaggeemmeenntt  ddeecciissiioonnss,,  sseett  tthhee  ttoonnee  ffoorr  
ssuubbsseeqquueenntt  pprroobblleemmss..  DDiiffffeerreenntt  eexxppeeccttaattiioonnss  bbeettwweeeenn  tthhee  sscchhooooll’’ss  lleeaaddeerrsshhiipp  aanndd  ddiissttrriicctt  aanndd  
sscchhooooll  ssttaaffff  oonn  tthhee  kkeeyy  iissssuueess  ooff  aauuttoonnoommyy  aanndd  ccoonnttrrooll,,  aass  wweellll  aass  tthhee  mmuurrkkyy  nnaattuurree  ooff  ssttaattuuttoorryy  
pprroovviissiioonnss  iinn  tthhiiss  aarreeaa,,  eevveennttuuaallllyy  lleedd  ttoo  tthhee  sscchhooooll’’ss  ddeemmiissee..  WWhheenn  tthhee  sscchhooooll  lleeaaddeerrsshhiipp  
eevveennttuuaallllyy  ssoouugghhtt  ttoo  ccllaarriiffyy  iittss  aauutthhoorriittyy  aanndd  ddeeccllaarreedd  ffuullll  iinnddeeppeennddeennccee,,  tthhee  ddiissttrriicctt  rreevvookkeedd  tthhee  
sscchhooooll’’ss  cchhaarrtteerr..  

  
  
  
  

CCaassee  EExxaammppllee  ##44::  HHoorriizzoonn  IInnssttrruuccttiioonn  SSyysstteemmss  
  
HHoorriizzoonn  IInnssttrruuccttiioonn  SSyysstteemmss,,  aa  hhoommee--iinnssttrruuccttiioonn  cchhaarrtteerr  sscchhooooll,,  iiss  ssuucccceeeeddiinngg  

ddeessppiittee  aann  eexxtteennddeedd  ccaammppaaiiggnn  bbyy  tthhee  ssttaattee  eedduuccaattiioonn  ddeeppaarrttmmeenntt  ttoo  sshhuutt  iitt  ddoowwnn..  
WWhhiillee  tthhee  ssttaattee  ddeeppaarrttmmeenntt  ooff  eedduuccaattiioonn  hhaass  nnooww  bbaacckkeedd  ooffff,,  ffoorr  mmoonntthhss  iitt  hhaarraasssseedd  HHoorriizzoonn  oonn  
tthhee  bbaassiiss  ooff  aa  uunniiqquuee  iinntteerrpprreettaattiioonn  ooff  aa  ssttaattee  llaaww  oorriiggiinnaallllyy  iinntteennddeedd  ttoo  pprreevveenntt  sscchhoooollss  ooff  cchhooiiccee  
ffrroomm  ooffffeerriinngg  iinnaapppprroopprriiaattee  ““bboouunnttiieess,,””  ssuucchh  aass  ttooaasstteerrss  oorr  sstteerreeooss,,  ttoo  ssoolliicciitt  aapppplliiccaannttss..  

  

TThhee  eedduuccaattiioonnaall  pprrooggrraamm  iiss  ddeessiiggnneedd  ttoo  aallllooww  ssttuuddeennttss  ttoo  wwoorrkk  aatt  tthheeiirr  oowwnn  ppaaccee..  SSttuuddeennttss  
cchhoooossee  HHoorriizzoonn  ffoorr  aa  bbrrooaadd  rraannggee  ooff  rreeaassoonnss,,  aaccccoorrddiinngg  ttoo  tthhee  sscchhooooll..  SSoommee  aatttteenndd  HHoorriizzoonn  
bbeeccaauussee  tthheeyy  wweerree  iinnssuuffffiicciieennttllyy  cchhaalllleennggeedd  aatt  tthheeiirr  pprreevviioouuss  sscchhooooll;;  oonnee  ttwweellvvee--yyeeaarr--oolldd  ssttuuddeenntt  
rreecceennttllyy  ggrraadduuaatteedd  ffrroomm  hhiigghh  sscchhooooll  aanndd  iiss  nnooww  aatttteennddiinngg  ccoommmmuunniittyy  ccoolllleeggee..  OOtthheerrss  aatttteenndd  
bbeeccaauussee  tthheeyy  wweerree  oovveerrllyy  cchhaalllleennggeedd  aanndd  ffaalllliinngg  bbeehhiinndd,,  wwhhiillee  ssttiillll  ootthheerrss  rreeppoorrtteedd  bbeeiinngg  
pphhyyssiiccaallllyy  tthhrreeaatteenneedd..  AAccccoorrddiinngg  ttoo  tthhee  sscchhooooll,,  ssttuuddeenntt  ssccoorreess  oonn  tthhee  CCoommpprreehheennssiivvee  TTeesstt  ooff  
BBaassiicc  SSkkiillllss  ((CCTTBBSS))  ssttaannddaarrddiizzeedd  tteesstt  aarree  aabboovvee  nnaattiioonnaall  nnoorrmmss..3366  

  

TThhee  bbrraaiinncchhiilldd  ooff  tteeaacchheerr  RRaannddyy  GGaasscchhlleerr,,  HHoorriizzoonn  wwaass  ccrreeaatteedd  ttoo  aaddddrreessss  wwhhaatt  hhee  ssaaww  aass  aann  
uunnmmeett  nneeeedd,,  tthhoouugghh  eevveenn  hhee  uunnddeerreessttiimmaatteedd  tthhee  ddeemmaanndd..  HHoorriizzoonn  sscchhooooll  iiss  ccuurrrreennttllyy  sseerrvviinngg  
887700  ssttuuddeennttss..  OOrriiggiinnaallllyy,,  tthhee  ppllaann  wwaass  ttoo  eexxppaanndd  bbyy  aann  aaddddiittiioonnaall  110000  ssttuuddeennttss,,  bbuutt  aafftteerr  
rreecceeiivviinngg  550000  nneeww  aapppplliiccaattiioonnss,,  HHoorriizzoonn  nnooww  ppllaannss  ttoo  eennrroollll  aass  mmaannyy  aass  33,,000000  ttoo  44,,000000  ssttuuddeennttss::  
““WWhhaatteevveerr  iitt  ttaakkeess,,””  ssaayyss  GGaasscchhlleerr..3377    

  
  

  
  

                                                           
3355  JJaannee  SScchhaappeerr,,  ppeerrssoonnaall  ccoommmmuunniiccaattiioonn,,  JJuullyy  11999966..  
3366  RRaannddyy  GGaasscchhlleerr,,  ppeerrssoonnaall  ccoommmmuunniiccaattiioonn,,  JJuullyy  11999966..  
3377  IIbbiidd..  



  
  

                        CCHHAARRTTEERR  SSCCHHOOOOLL  IINNNNOOVVAATTIIOONNSS                                1155

CCaassee  EExxaammppllee  ##55::  CChhooiiccee  22000000  OOnn--LLiinnee  SScchhooooll  
  

OOnnee  ooff  tthhee  mmoosstt  iinnnnoovvaattiivvee  cchhaarrtteerr  sscchhoooollss  iinn  CCaalliiffoorrnniiaa,,  CChhooiiccee  22000000  uusseess  
mmooddeerrnn,,  iinntteerrnneett  tteecchhnnoollooggyy  ttoo  ooffffeerr  iittss  hhoommee--iinnssttrruuccttiioonn  pprrooggrraamm  ttoo  nneeaarrllyy  220000  
ssttuuddeennttss..  TThhee  sscchhooooll  bbeeggaann  iinn  ffaallll  11999944  aass  aann  eennhhaanncceemmeenntt  ooff  tthhee  llooccaall  ddiissttrriicctt''ss  pprreevviioouuss  hhoommee  
iinnssttrruuccttiioonn  pprrooggrraamm..  FFoouunnddeerr  MMiicchhaaeell  AAlllleenn  ccaammee  uupp  wwiitthh  tthhee  iiddeeaa  aanndd  tthhee  ddiissttrriicctt  aaggrreeeedd  ttoo  ppaassss  
tthhee  cchhaarrtteerr..  TThhee  ddiissttrriicctt  aallssoo  aaddvvaanncceedd  tthhee  sscchhooooll  $$111144,,000000  iinn  ssttaarrtt--uupp  ffuunnddss  ttoo  ppaayy  ffoorr  hhaarrddwwaarree  
aanndd  ootthheerr  ccaappiittaall  ccoossttss  aanndd  pprroovviiddeedd  iitt  wwiitthh  ssoommee  ssppaaccee..    

  

TThhee  sscchhooooll  uusseess  tthhee  CCaalliiffoorrnniiaa  ffrraammeewwoorrkkss  aanndd  ddiissttrriicctt  ccuurrrriiccuulluumm  ffoorr  iittss  oowwnn  ccuurrrriiccuulluumm,,  bbuutt  
ssttuuddeennttss  lleeaarrnn  uussiinngg  iinnssttrruuccttiioonnaall  ssooffttwwaarree  aanndd  tthhrroouugghh  oonn--lliinnee  bbuulllleettiinn  bbooaarrddss..  TToo  eennrroollll,,  ffaammiilliieess  
mmuusstt  oowwnn  oorr  ppuurrcchhaassee  aa  ccoommppuutteerr  wwiitthh  aa  ffaaxx  mmooddeemm..  SSttuuddeennttss  aarree  rreeqquuiirreedd  ttoo  bbee  oonn--lliinnee  aatt  lleeaasstt  
ttwwoo  hhoouurrss  eeaacchh  ddaayy,,  ffiivvee  ddaayyss  aa  wweeeekk,,  pprroovviiddiinngg  tthhee  ssttaattee  wwiitthh  eevviiddeennccee  ooff  ““aavveerraaggee  ddaaiillyy  
aatttteennddaannccee””  tthhaatt  iitt  uusseess  ttoo  ccaallccuullaattee  ffuunnddiinngg..  AA  sswwiittcchh  iinn  pphhoonnee  aacccceessss  pprroovviiddeerrss,,  wwhhiicchh  tthhee  
ssttuuddeennttss  uussee  ttoo  ccaallll  iinn  eeaacchh  ddaayy  tthhrroouugghh  tthheeiirr  mmooddeemmss,,  hhaass  ppeerrmmiitttteedd  tthhee  sscchhooooll  ttoo  ccuutt  tthheeiirr  
llaarrggeesstt  ccoosstt  ffrroomm  oovveerr  $$55,,000000  ttoo    aapppprrooxxiimmaatteellyy  $$660000  eeaacchh  mmoonntthh..  

  

AAss  tthhee  sscchhooooll  hhaass  ggrroowwnn,,  tthhee  ddiissttrriicctt  hhaass  aalllloowweedd  tthhee  sscchhooooll  ttoo  eexxppaanndd  iittss  ffaacciilliittyy  ffrroomm  aa  1122  
ffoooott  bbyy  1122  ffoooott  rroooomm  ttoo  aa  22000000  ssqquuaarree  ffoooott  bbuuiillddiinngg,,  ffoorr  wwhhiicchh  tthhee  sscchhooooll  ppaayyss  rreenntt..  TThhee  ddiissttrriicctt  
bbeenneeffiittss  bbeeccaauussee  nneeaarrllyy  8800  ppeerrcceenntt  ooff  tthhee  sscchhooooll''ss  ssttuuddeennttss  aarree  ffrroomm  oouuttssiiddee  tthhee  ddiissttrriicctt,,  aanndd  iitt  
rreecceeiivveess  aa  ppoorrttiioonn  ooff  ssttuuddeenntt  aaiidd  aass  oovveerrhheeaadd..  AAiimmiinngg  ttoo  mmiinniimmiizzee  bbuurreeaauuccrraaccyy,,  tthhee  sscchhooooll  bbeeggaann  
wwiitthhoouutt  aann  aaddmmiinniissttrraattoorr;;  tthhaatt  pprroovveedd  uunntteennaabbllee,,  hhoowweevveerr,,  aanndd  oonnee  wwaass  aaddddeedd  iinn  tthhee  sseeccoonndd  
yyeeaarr..  TThhee  tteeaacchheerrss  uunniioonn  hhaass  bbeeccoommee  iinnccrreeaassiinnggllyy  hhoossttiillee,,  eevveenn  ““ddiivvoorrcciinngg””  cchhaarrtteerr  sscchhooooll  
tteeaacchheerrss  aanndd  eennddiinngg  tthheeiirr  uunniioonn  mmeemmbbeerrsshhiipp..  SSuucccceeeeddiinngg  iinn  oovveerrccoommiinngg  ssuucchh  ddiiffffiiccuullttiieess,,  CChhooiiccee  
22000000  aaiimmss  ttoo  eexxppaanndd  oovveerr  tthhee  nneexxtt  ttwwoo  ttoo  tthhrreeee  yyeeaarrss  ttoo  sseerrvvee  uupp  ttoo  oonnee  tthhoouussaanndd  ssttuuddeennttss  
aaccrroossss  tthhee  ssttaattee  aanndd  oouutt--ooff--ssttaattee  ((wwiitthh  tthhee  llaatttteerr  ppaayyiinngg  ttuuiittiioonn))..3388  

 

DD..  MMaassssaacchhuusseettttss  
 
The Massachusetts charter school statute was adopted as part of the state’s comprehensive 1993 
Education Reform Act. Under the statute, those eligible to submit an application to establish a charter 
school include, but are not limited to, a “business or corporate entity, two or more certified teachers or 
ten or more parents.” Under the original approval process established by the statute, applications were 
submitted to the secretary of education, an appointee of the governor who headed the Executive Office of 
Education. The Executive Office of Education, including the position of secretary of education, were 
abolished in 1996. If the current cap on the number of charter schools is raised, it is expected that the 
state board of education would become the charter-approving body. 

Charter schools in Massachusetts are an unusual organizational form that, while essentially government 
agencies, also have private-sector characteristics.  On receipt of the charter, the school’s board of trustees 
becomes a public instrumentality of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts. Many charter schools, 
however, have elected also to establish parallel 501(c)3 nonprofit corporations for the purpose of 
soliciting and receiving private gifts for the school, just as have many traditional school districts. 

Significantly, local districts and their central administrative offices and unions have no legal jurisdiction 
over the new schools.  Districts have neither the authority to prevent new schools from opening schools 
within their borders, nor the right to impose any of the terms of collective bargaining agreements or 
central office directives.  Schools have also assumed that burdensome court orders (some 400 individual 
orders in Boston alone imposed by one judge during the district’s “desegregation”) do not apply to them.  

                                                           
3388  MMyyqquuee  JJeeffffeerrss,,  ppeerrssoonnaall  ccoommmmuunniiccaattiioonn,,  JJuullyy  11999966..  



  
  

1166                                RRPPPPII  

As to state statutes and regulations, the statute explicitly states that “all school laws” shall apply, but it 
exempts charter schools from what many argue is the single most-debilitating state statute:  teacher 
tenure.  Much of state education law describes the roles and responsibilities of parties not present in 
charter schools (e.g., school committees, superintendents). Thus, it is largely irrelevant to the new 
schools.  Furthermore, state law imposed almost no specific curricular requirements.  The 1993 
Education Reform Act does direct the Board of Education to establish curriculum frameworks and 
corresponding assessments; charter schools will have to comply with these new requirements once 
promulgated. 

Charter schools are also exempted from a new requirement that was imposed on all traditional schools at 
the same time the charter school law was adopted:  the requirement to establish site-based management 
councils.  Charter schools are free to establish the governance model of their choice, as described in their 
applications. 

The law also underscores that schools must comply with the state’s unusually prescriptive special and 
bilingual education laws, which many charter schools have found burdensome (and whose costs it is 
difficult to amortize over a small number of students).  

The schools are eligible to receive the “average cost per student” of the district in which their students 
reside.  While a plain reading of this language would suggest that total spending by a district would 
simply be divided by the number of pupils in the district, state officials have implemented this provision 
in such a way as to exclude certain capital funds and all federal funds.  Charter schools may apply 
separately for federal grants, but their applications for entitlement monies are held to a different and 
higher standard of proof of eligibility than are those of traditional school districts. 

The state and local portion of “average cost per student” is paid quarterly to the charter schools.  The 
responsibility to provide these funds to the charter schools rests with the municipality. However, the law 
was amended to authorize the state to deduct these tuition obligations from state aid otherwise owed the 
municipality and route the funds directly to the charter schools.  This has prevented districts from acting 
on threats not to comply with the law by withholding or delaying payments to the charter.  On average, 
this combined state and local capitation is $5,695 per student; at the extremes, in 1995-1996, it was 
$4,496 in Boston and $8,065 in Cambridge. 

From general education reform funds, the state has provided small start-up grants to charter schools, as 
well as funds via the Department of Education for the implementation of the 1993 Education Reform Act.  
For the most part, however, the law does not provide for significant start-up funds or capital funds. 

The law caps the total number of charter schools at 25 and the total enrollment in charter schools to three-
quarters of one percent of students statewide.  Further caps limit the number of schools to five in Boston, 
five in Springfield, and two in any other city or town.  The first 15 charters were awarded in March 1994; 
the remaining ten charters were awarded in 1996.  The first 14 schools successfully opened their doors in 
September 1995, while nine opened in fall 1996. The remaining schools plan to open within the next two 
years. 

The initial response to the new schools has been positive. With every school oversubscribed by students, 
a movement got underway to have the cap on the number of schools lifted.  The state’s largest school, the 
Boston Renaissance Charter School, for example, at a time when it had no principal, building, or staff, 
had over 2,000 applications for the first 630 seats.  Approximately two thousand teachers applied for the 
first 40 teaching positions.  When the students were selected by lottery, the result was the city’s most 
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diverse school by race, ethnicity, and income—without any racial controls or quotas.  No school looked 
more like the city of Boston.  Other charter schools had similar results. 

This result is significant in the charter school policy debate, because it empirically addresses a central 
concern of charter school opponents.  They had speculated that the new schools would “cream” off a 
subset of the majority school system’s population, consigning minority children, the poor, or the 
difficult-to-educate to even worse schools.  The speculation proved wrong on two points.   

First, the management of the new schools placed a high priority on getting the word out to all 
neighborhoods, by leafleting social service providers and welfare offices, and in one instance, advertising 
on the local Hispanic radio station.  The prospect of a high-quality public education was just as alluring 
to low-income parents as it was to better-off parents—perhaps more so, as they had fewer alternatives.  
The result of this affirmative recruiting effort was a school that attracted and enrolled students from all 
the city’s communities and all levels of educational attainment.   

Second, the majority school system has not sat by passively in the face of the new competition.  Instead, 
it has undertaken what may amount to bold reforms if its own.  In Boston, the school committee and the 
city’s new mayor recruited a nationally recognized superintendent, and the mayor announced that he was 
making the turn-around of the city’s schools a top priority; if he failed, he told voters, he should not be 
returned to office.  Furthermore, the school system launched its first “pilot” schools, the leaders of which 
were provided new freedoms to recruit teachers from within and outside the system without regard to 
seniority. 
 

EE..  MMiicchhiiggaann  
 
Despite a rocky road, Michigan has launched one of the most active charter school reform initiatives of 
any state. Enacted in December 1993,  the Michigan statute was declared invalid by a state judge in 
November 1994. Just a few months into the school year, the first Michigan charter schools were left 
stranded with no funding. Some schools relied on the personal resources of the founders to survive, while 
others became “alternative” public schools in local school systems. In January 1995, the state legislature 
enacted a new statute reauthorizing charter schools (described as “public school academies” in Michigan 
law), that addressed the court's objections.  
 
Just about any individual or type of entity is permitted to apply to establish a charter school, including 
private businesses or private entities.39 Charters may be granted by public universities, community 
colleges, intermediate districts, or local school districts. Charter schools are uniformly established as 
independent legal entities. Local collective-bargaining agreements do not apply unless the charter is 
granted by a local school district, in which case all such requirements are mandatory provisions in the 
charter “contract.”  
 

  
CCaassee  EExxaammppllee  ##66::    BBoossttoonn  RReennaaiissssaannccee  CChhaarrtteerr  SScchhooooll  

  
IInn  11999955––9966,,  iittss  ffiirrsstt  aaccaaddeemmiicc  yyeeaarr,,  tthhee  BBoossttoonn  RReennaaiissssaannccee  CChhaarrtteerr  SScchhooooll  

eennrroolllleedd  663300  ssttuuddeennttss  iinn  iittss  pprriimmaarryy  aanndd  eelleemmeennttaarryy  aaccaaddeemmiieess,,4400  ssppaannnniinngg  
                                                           

3399  TThhee  oonnllyy  ttyyppeess  ooff  aapppplliiccaannttss  tthhaatt  aarree  pprroohhiibbiitteedd  aarree  rreelliiggiioouuss  oorrggaanniizzaattiioonnss  oorr  cchhuurrcchheess..  
4400    TThhee  EEddiissoonn  sscchhooooll  ddeessiiggnn  ggrroouuppss  ggrraaddeess  KK--22  iinnttoo  aa  ““pprriimmaarryy  aaccaaddeemmyy””  aanndd  ggrraaddeess  33--55  iinnttoo  aann  ““eelleemmeennttaarryy  aaccaaddeemmyy..””  

TTeeaacchheerrss  rreemmaaiinn  wwiitthh  tthheeiirr  ssttuuddeennttss  uunnttiill  aa  ssttuuddeenntt  ccoohhoorrtt  ccoommpplleetteess  aallll  ooff  tthhee  ggrraaddeess  iinn  aann  aaccaaddeemmyy..  



  
  

1188                                RRPPPPII  

kkiinnddeerrggaarrtteenn  tthhrroouugghh  ffiifftthh  ggrraaddee..    TThhee  sscchhooooll  wwaass  tthhee  bbrraaiinncchhiilldd  ooff  ffoouurr  ccoo--ffoouunnddeerrss,,  iinncclluuddiinngg  
RRoobbeerrtt  GGaauuddeett,,  aa  BBoossttoonn  eedduuccaattiioonn  aaccttiivviisstt  aanndd  ppaarreenntt  ooff  aa  BBoossttoonn  ppuubblliicc  sscchhooooll’’ss  ssttuuddeenntt..  TThhee  
eedduuccaattiioonnaall  pprrooggrraamm  iiss  mmaannaaggeedd  bbyy  TThhee  EEddiissoonn  PPrroojjeecctt,,  aa  ffoorr--pprrooffiitt  ccoorrppoorraattiioonn..    TThhee  sscchhooooll  
ooffffeerrss  aa  rriiggoorroouuss  aaccaaddeemmiicc  eedduuccaattiioonn,,  hhaavviinngg  aa  sscchhooooll  ddaayy  ffrroomm  88::0000  aamm  ttoo  33::0000  ppmm,,  aanndd  aann  
aafftteerr--sscchhooooll  pprrooggrraamm  ffrroomm  33::0000  ttoo  66::0000  ppmm..  EEddiissoonn  hhaass  ddeevveellooppeedd  ddeettaaiilleedd  aaccaaddeemmiicc  ssttaannddaarrddss  
ffoorr  eeaacchh  aaccaaddeemmyy  aanndd  hhaass  sseelleecctteedd  tthhee  rreesseeaarrcchh--bbaasseedd  ccuurrrriiccuullaa,,  iinncclluuddiinngg  SSuucccceessss  ffoorr  AAllll,,  
RReeaaddiinngg  RReeccoovveerryy,,  aanndd  EEvveerryyddaayy  LLeeaarrnniinngg,,  aa  mmaatthh  pprrooggrraamm  ddeevveellooppeedd  aatt  tthhee  UUnniivveerrssiittyy  ooff  
CChhiiccaaggoo..  IInn  ttoottaall,,  tthhee  EEddiissoonn  PPrroojjeecctt  iinnvveesstteedd  $$224499,,336699  iinn  iinnssttrruuccttiioonnaall  rreessoouurrcceess  ffoorr  tthhee  sscchhooooll..  

  

OObbttaaiinniinngg  aann  aapppprroopprriiaattee  ffaacciilliittyy  aanndd  ccoommppllyyiinngg  wwiitthh  tthhee  ssttaattee''ss  ssppeecciiaall  eedduuccaattiioonn  llaaww  wweerree  
tthhee  mmaajjoorr  hhuurrddlleess  ffaacceedd  iinn  llaauunncchhiinngg  tthhee  sscchhooooll,,  aaccccoorrddiinngg  ttoo  tthhee  ffoouunnddeerrss  aanndd  hheeaaddmmaasstteerr..    TThhee  
rreellaattiivveellyy  llaarrggee  ssiizzee  ooff  tthhee  sscchhooooll  mmaaddee  tthhee  cchhaalllleennggee  ooff  ffiinnddiinngg  aa  ssuuiittaabbllee  ssiittee  eessppeecciiaallllyy  ddaauunnttiinngg  
ffoorr  RReennaaiissssaannccee;;  ffoorrttuunnaatteellyy,,  GGoovv..WWiilllliiaamm  WWeelldd  aanndd  hhiiss  ssttaaffff  wweerree  hhiigghhllyy  ssuuppppoorrttiivvee  ooff  tthhee  
sscchhooooll..    TThhee  ssttaattee  lleeaasseedd  tthhee  mmootthhbbaalllleedd  bbuuiillddiinngg  ffoorrmmeerrllyy  hhoouussiinngg  tthhee  BBoossttoonn  ccaammppuuss  ooff  tthhee  
UUnniivveerrssiittyy  ooff  MMaassssaacchhuusseettttss  aanndd  hheellppeedd  tthhee  sscchhooooll  oobbttaaiinn  aa  llooaann  ffrroomm  aa  qquuaassii--ppuubblliicc  eeccoonnoommiicc  
ddeevveellooppmmeenntt  aaggeennccyy,,  tthhee  MMaassssaacchhuusseettttss  LLaanndd  BBaannkk,,  ttoo  ccoonnvveerrtt  tthhee  pprrooppeerrttyy..  

  

TThhee  sscchhooooll  aaddddrreesssseedd  ccaappiittaall  nneeeeddss  iinn  tthhrreeee  wwaayyss::    tthhee  LLaanndd  BBaannkk  llooaann,,  $$772200,,000000  iinn  pprriivvaattee  
ffuunnddrraaiissiinngg  bbyy  tthhee  sscchhooooll,,  aanndd  EEddiissoonn''ss  iinnvveessttmmeenntt  iinn  tthhee  sscchhooooll  ((iinncclluuddiinngg  EEddiissoonn''ss  hhiirriinngg  ooff  
pprriinncciippaallss  aanndd  ssttaaffff  iinn  aaddvvaannccee  ooff  sscchhooooll  ooppeenniinngg,,  aanndd  iittss  pprriivvaattee  ffiinnaanncciinngg  ooff  tthhee  ccuurrrriiccuulluumm  aanndd  
sscchhooooll  ddeessiiggnn))..  

  

UUnnlliikkee  ootthheerr  cchhaarrtteerr  sscchhoooollss,,  mmaajjoorr  eedduuccaattiioonnaall  ddeecciissiioonnss  wweerree  mmaaddee  nnoott  bbyy  sscchhooooll  ssttaaffff,,  bbuutt  
rraatthheerr  iinn  aaddvvaannccee,,  bbyy  EEddiissoonn''ss  cceennttrraall  ssttaaffff..    EEddiissoonn  pprroovviiddeedd  tthhee  hheeaaddmmaasstteerr  fflleexxiibbiilliittyy  iinn  
iimmpplleemmeennttiinngg  tthhee  pprrooggrraamm,,  aass  wweellll  aass  rreessoouurrcceess  ttoo  aaddddrreessss  pprroobblleemmss  tthhaatt  aarroossee  aass  tthhee  ddeessiiggnn  wwaass  
ppuutt  iinnttoo  pprraaccttiiccee..    IItt  iinnssiisstteedd,,  hhoowweevveerr,,  tthhaatt  tthhee  iinntteeggrriittyy  ooff  tthhee  ddeessiiggnn  bbee  rreettaaiinneedd..  

  

RReennaaiissssaannccee  eennggaaggeedd  AAddvvaannttaaggee  SScchhoooollss  ttoo  iimmpplleemmeenntt  ffiinnaanncciiaall  ssyysstteemmss  aanndd  iinntteerrnnaall  ccoonnttrroollss,,  
aavvooiidd  aa  ffiirrsstt--yyeeaarr  ddeeffiicciitt,,  oobbttaaiinn  ffiinnaanncciinngg  ffoorr  tthhee  ppllaannnneedd  eexxppaannssiioonn  ooff  tthhee  sscchhooooll,,  aanndd  rreeppllaaccee  
RReennaaiissssaannccee’’ss  iinntteerriimm  ffiinnaanncciinngg  wwiitthh  aa  ffiirrsstt--iinn--tthhee--nnaattiioonn  cchhaarrtteerr  sscchhooooll  bboonndd  ooffffeerriinngg..  

  

WWhhiillee  ccoommppaarraattiivvee  ddaattaa  oonn  aaccaaddeemmiicc  aacchhiieevveemmeenntt  iiss  nnoott  yyeett  aavvaaiillaabbllee,,  ootthheerr  iinnddiiccaattoorrss  
ssuuggggeesstt  aa  ppoossiittiivvee  bbeeggiinnnniinngg  ffoorr  RReennaaiissssaannccee..    FFoorr  eexxaammppllee,,  tthhee  llaarrggee  nnuummbbeerr  ooff  ssttuuddeenntt  
aapppplliiccaattiioonnss  ffoorr  tthhee  lliimmiitteedd  nnuummbbeerr  ooff  aavvaaiillaabbllee  sslloottss  nneecceessssiittaatteedd  aa  lleennggtthhyy  wwaaiittiinngg  lliisstt..    AAllssoo,,  9955  
ttoo  9988  ppeerrcceenntt  ooff  aallll  ppaarreennttss  ppaarrttiicciippaatteedd  iinn  ppaarreenntt--tteeaacchheerr  ccoonnffeerreenncceess,,  aanndd  oovveerr  220000  ppaarreennttss  
vvoolluunntteeeerreedd  ttiimmee  ttoo  tthhee  sscchhooooll..    IInn  ffaallll  11999966,,  tthhee  sscchhooooll  ooppeenneedd  tthhee  jjuunniioorr  aaccaaddeemmyy  aass  ppllaannnneedd,,  
eennrroolllliinngg  ggrraaddeess  ssiixx,,  sseevveenn,,  aanndd  eeiigghhtt,,  ffoorr  aa  ttoottaall  sscchhooooll  ppooppuullaattiioonn  ooff  11,,005544  ssttuuddeennttss..    EEvveennttuuaallllyy,,  
tthhee  sscchhooooll  wwiillll  aadddd  sseenniioorr  aanndd  ccoolllleeggiiaattee  aaccaaddeemmiieess,,  eennrroolllliinngg  ssttuuddeennttss  tthhrroouugghh  ggrraaddee  ttwweellvvee..  

  
 
A substantial number and variety of charter schools has resulted under the Michigan statute so far. 
Seventy-two charter schools were operating as of fall 1996. Of those schools operating by April 1996, 
nearly half were formerly private schools that had converted to charter schools (though the emphasis on 
converting private schools shifted after the first year to a greater focus on new schools). While Michigan 
charter schools are significantly smaller than regular public schools (averaging 129 vs. 460 pupils), the 
schools are quite diverse and fairly evenly divided between elementary, middle, and high schools. Of 
those operating as of April 1996, two focused on youth offenders, while five were trade schools.41  

  
  

CCaassee  EExxaammppllee  ##77::    CCiittyy  oonn  aa  HHiillll  
  

CCiittyy  oonn  aa  HHiillll,,  aa  cchhaarrtteerr  hhiigghh  sscchhooooll  llooccaatteedd  iinn  BBoossttoonn  aanndd  sseerrvviinngg  6655  ssttuuddeennttss,,  
rreecceeiivveedd  aa  cchhaarrtteerr  ffrroomm  tthhee  ssttaattee''ss  sseeccrreettaarryy  ooff  eedduuccaattiioonn  iinn  11999944..    IItt  ffooccuusseess  oonn  cciivviicc  
eedduuccaattiioonn  aanndd  ddeessccrriibbeess  iittss  mmiissssiioonn  aass  ““ddeeddiiccaatteedd  ttoo  rreekkiinnddlliinngg  tthhee  ppaassssiioonn  ffoorr  

                                                           
4411  CCeennttrraall  MMiicchhiiggaann  UUnniivveerrssiittyy,,  UUppddaattee::  MMiicchhiiggaann''ss  CChhaarrtteerr  SScchhooooll  IInniittiiaattiivvee,,  AApprriill  44,,  11999966..  
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ddeemmooccrraaccyy,,  tthhee  ccoommmmiittmmeenntt  ttoo  ppuubblliicc  sseerrvviiccee,,  tthhee  hhaabbiittss  ooff  hhaarrdd  wwoorrkk,,  aanndd  tthhee  hhuunnggeerr  ffoorr  
lleeaarrnniinngg  iinn  uurrbbaann  yyoouutthh..””    TThhee  sscchhooooll  ooppeenneedd  iinn  ffaallll  11999955  ttoo  nniinntthh  aanndd  tteenntthh  ggrraaddeerrss..  

  

FFoouunnddeedd  bbyy  SSaarraa  KKaassss  aanndd  AAnnnn  CCoonnnnoollllyy  TToollkkooffff,,  ttwwoo  ffoorrmmeerr  tteeaacchheerrss  ffrroomm  tthhee  CChheellsseeaa,,  
MMaassssaacchhuusseettttss  ppuubblliicc  sscchhoooollss,,  CCiittyy  oonn  aa  HHiillll  ccoommbbiinneess  aa  lliibbeerraall  aarrttss  ccuurrrriiccuulluumm  bbaasseedd  llaarrggeellyy  oonn  aa  
““pprrooggrreessssiivvee””  ppeeddaaggooggyy  wwiitthh  aa  pprrooggrraamm  ooff  ccoommmmuunniittyy  sseerrvviiccee  aanndd  cciivviicc  ppaarrttiicciippaattiioonn..    TThhee  
ffoouunnddeerrss  aallssoo  bbeelliieevvee  tthhaatt  iitt  iiss  iimmppoorrttaanntt  ffoorr  tthheemm  aanndd  tthhee  ssttaaffff  ttoo  bbee  ttrruutthhffuull  aabboouutt  hhooww  ssttuuddeennttss  
ppeerrffoorrmm  aanndd  ttoo  rreeaalliizzee  tthhaatt  aa  sscchhooooll  ccaannnnoott  wwoorrkk  mmiirraacclleess..    TThhee  uullttiimmaattee  ggooaall  ffoorr  tthheemm  iiss  ttoo  mmaakkee  
ssuurree  tthhaatt  aa  ddiipplloommaa  ssiiggnniiffiieess  ssoommeetthhiinngg  rreeaall..  

  

FFiinnddiinngg  aa  ssuuiittaabbllee  ssppaaccee  aanndd  bbuuiillddiinngg  tthhee  ssyysstteemmss  ttoo  rruunn  tthhee  sscchhooooll  wweerree  tthhee  pprriimmaarryy  hhuurrddlleess,,  
aaccccoorrddiinngg  ttoo  KKaassss..    TThhee  ffoorrmmeerr  wwaass  rreessoollvveedd  bbyy  lleeaassiinngg  ssppaaccee  aallrreeaaddyy  ccoonnffiigguurreedd  ffoorr  ccllaassssrroooommss  iinn  
BBoossttoonn''ss  vvaasstt  YYMMCCAA  bbuuiillddiinngg..    TThhee  sseeccoonndd  pprroobblleemm  wwaass  eessppeecciiaallllyy  cchhaalllleennggiinngg  ffoorr  aa  vveerryy  ssmmaallll  
sscchhooooll  wwiitthh  ffeeww  ssttaaffff..    AAllssoo,,  iinn  aaddddiittiioonn  ttoo  tthheessee  ttwwoo  pprroobblleemmss,,  lliikkee  RReennaaiissssaannccee’’ss  ffoouunnddeerrss  aanndd  
aaddmmiinniissttrraattiioonn,,  tthhee  ffoouunnddeerrss  ooff  CCiittyy  oonn  aa  HHiillll  bbeelliieevveedd  tthhaatt  mmeeeettiinngg  tthhee  nneeeeddss  ooff  ssppeecciiaall--
eedduuccaattiioonn  ssttuuddeennttss  ppoosseedd  aa  ppaarrttiiccuullaarrllyy  ddiiffffiiccuulltt  pprroobblleemm,,  dduuee  ttoo  tthhee  ssttaattee’’ss  ddiissttrriicctt--bbaasseedd  ((rraatthheerr  
tthhaann  sscchhooooll--bbaasseedd))  ffuunnddiinngg  ooff  ssppeecciiaall--nneeeeddss  pprrooggrraammss..  

  

UUnnlliikkee  sscchhoooollss  tthhaatt  ccoonnttrraacctt  wwiitthh  aa  pprriivvaattee  eedduuccaattiioonn  pprroovviiddeerr,,  CCiittyy  oonn  aa  HHiillll  ddiidd  nnoott  hhaavvee  
aacccceessss  ttoo  ppuubblliicc  oorr  pprriivvaattee  ccaappiittaall  ssoouurrcceess..  TThhee  sscchhooooll  wwaass  eexxcceeppttiioonnaallllyy  ssuucccceessssffuull  iinn  rraaiissiinngg  
pprriivvaattee  ggiiffttss,,  hhoowweevveerr,,  wwiitthh  oovveerr  $$660000,,000000  rreecceeiivveedd  bbyy  JJuunnee  11999966  ffrroomm  iinnddiivviidduuaallss,,  ffoouunnddaattiioonnss,,  
aanndd  aarreeaa  ccoorrppoorraattiioonnss..  

  

CCiittyy  oonn  aa  HHiillll''ss  eedduuccaattiioonn  pprrooggrraamm,,  ccoommbbiinniinngg  eelleemmeennttss  ooff  ““GGrreeaatt  BBooookkss,,””  tthhee  ccoonncceepptt  ooff  tthhee  
ttoowwnn  mmeeeettiinngg,,  aanndd  ppuubblliicc  sseerrvviiccee,,  wwaass  ddeevveellooppeedd  bbyy  tthhee  ffoouunnddeerrss  aanndd  wwaass  bbaasseedd  oonn  tthheeiirr  oowwnn  
ccllaassssrroooomm  eexxppeerriieenncceess  aanndd  oobbsseerrvvaattiioonnss  ooff  bbeesstt  pprraaccttiicceess..    AAlloonngg  wwiitthh  iittss  ccoorree  ccuurrrriiccuulluumm  ttaauugghhtt  
bbyy  tthhee  sscchhooooll’’ss  tteeaacchheerrss,,  CCiittyy  oonn  aa  HHiillll  hhaass  ccoonnttrraacctteedd  oorr  eenntteerreedd  iinnttoo  ppaarrttnneerrsshhiippss  wwiitthh  ootthheerr  
eennttiittiieess  ttoo  pprroovviiddee  pphhyyssiiccaall  eedduuccaattiioonn,,  ffoorreeiiggnn  llaanngguuaaggee  iinnssttrruuccttiioonn,,  aanndd  ccoouunnsseelliinngg  sseerrvviicceess..  AAllll  
ssttuuddeennttss  aarree  rreeqquuiirreedd  ttoo  ssppeenndd  ttwwoo  wweeeekkss  aatt  iinntteerrnnsshhiippss  aanndd  ccoommpplleettee  eenndd--ooff--tthhee--yyeeaarr  pprroojjeeccttss  
tthhaatt  aarree  aasssseesssseedd  bbyy  vvoolluunntteeeerrss  ffrroomm  tthhee  BBoossttoonn  ccoommmmuunniittyy..  AAllssoo,,  iinn  aaddddiittiioonn  ttoo  iittss  rreegguullaarr  hhoouurrss,,  
tthhee  sscchhooooll  iiss  ooppeenn  oonn  SSaattuurrddaayyss  ffoorr  ssttuuddeennttss  sseeeekkiinngg  aaddddiittiioonnaall  hheellpp  wwiitthh  tthheeiirr  sscchhooooll  wwoorrkk  aanndd  
ffoorr  mmeeeettiinnggss  wwiitthh  ssttuuddeennttss’’  ppaarreennttss..  

  

WWhhiillee  iitt  iiss  ttoooo  ssoooonn  ttoo  mmeeaassuurree  ssttuuddeenntt  aaccaaddeemmiicc  ggaaiinnss,,  tthhee  ffoouunnddeerrss  aarree  eennccoouurraaggeedd  bbyy  ootthheerr  
eeaarrllyy  iinnddiiccaattoorrss..    SSttuuddeenntt  aatttteennddaannccee  iiss  uunnuussuuaallllyy  hhiigghh  ffoorr  aann  uurrbbaann  ppuubblliicc  sscchhooooll,,  aavveerraaggiinngg  9955  ttoo  
9977  ppeerrcceenntt  oovveerr  tthhee  yyeeaarr..  WWhhiillee  tthhee  pprriinncciippaall  ssaayyss  tthhaatt  ssttuuddeennttss  iinn  uurrbbaann  ppuubblliicc  sscchhoooollss  aarree  
nnoottoorriioouuss  ffoorr  nnoott  ddooiinngg  hhoommeewwoorrkk,,  CCiittyy  oonn  aa  HHiillll  ssttuuddeennttss  rreecceennttllyy  ccrroowwddeedd  tthhee  sscchhooooll''ss  ccoommppuutteerr  
rroooomm  wwrriittiinngg  ppaappeerrss  uunnttiill  nniinnee  oorr  tteenn  aatt  nniigghhtt..    AAnndd  aa  nneeww  cciivviilliittyy  hhaass  eemmeerrggeedd  aammoonngg  tthhee  ttiigghhtt--kknniitt  
sscchhooooll  ccoommmmuunniittyy;;  iitt  iiss  ccoommmmoonn  ttoo  sseeee  ssttuuddeennttss  ggrreeeett  aanndd  sshhaakkee  hhaannddss  wwiitthh  vviissiittiinngg  aadduullttss..  

  
  

An analysis of the student body at most Michigan charter schools found that charter schools were serving 
a substantially more diverse population than regular public schools (see Table 2).  
 

Table 2: Racial Diversity in Michigan Charter and Public Schools 
 Charter Schools Public Schools 
White 46.5% 77.8% 
Black 49.6% 17.1% 
Hispanic 2.7% 2.6% 
Other   1.2%   2.7% 

  

CCaassee  EExxaammppllee  ##88::  SSaabbiiss  IInntteerrnnaattiioonnaall  CChhaarrtteerr  SScchhooooll  
  

LLooccaatteedd  iinn  SSpprriinnggffiieelldd,,  MMaassssaacchhuusseettttss,,  tthhee  SSaabbiiss  IInntteerrnnaattiioonnaall  CChhaarrtteerr  
SScchhooooll  ddeessccrriibbeess  iittsseellff  aass  aa  ccoolllleeggee  pprreeppaarraattoorryy  sscchhooooll..    TThhee  ffoouunnddiinngg  
bbooaarrdd  rreefflleeccttss  aa  ppaarrttnneerrsshhiipp  bbeettwweeeenn  SSpprriinnggffiieelldd  SSuuppeerriinntteennddeenntt  PPeetteerr  
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NNeeggrroonnii  aanndd  tthhee  SSaabbiiss  NNeettwwoorrkk  ooff  SScchhoooollss..    SSaabbiiss  iiss  aann  aassssoocciiaattiioonn  ooff  1144  iinntteerrnnaattiioonnaall  sscchhoooollss  iinn  
ffiivvee  ccoouunnttrriieess,,  ssttaarrtteedd  iinn  11888866  iinn  BBeeiirruutt,,  LLeebbaannoonn,,  sseerrvviinngg  oovveerr  1100,,000000  ssttuuddeennttss..    AAss  ooff  FFeebbrruuaarryy  
11999977,,  tthhee  SSaabbiiss  sscchhooooll  iinn  SSpprriinnggffiieelldd  eennrroolllleedd  660000  ssttuuddeennttss  iinn  ggrraaddeess  kkiinnddeerrggaarrtteenn  tthhrroouugghh  eeiigghhtt..  

TThhee  sscchhooooll  ffaacceedd  ccoonnssiiddeerraabbllee  ooppppoossiittiioonn  ttoo  ooppeenniinngg  ffrroomm  tthhee  SSpprriinnggffiieelldd  tteeaacchheerrss  uunniioonn  aanndd  
ootthheerr  eedduuccaattiioonn  ssppeecciiaall--iinntteerreesstt  ggrroouuppss..    TThhee  sscchhooooll  pprreevvaaiilleedd  iinn  llaarrggee  mmeeaassuurree  bbeeccaauussee  ooff  tthhee  
bbaacckkiinngg  ooff  tthhee  SSpprriinnggffiieelldd  ssuuppeerriinntteennddeenntt  ((tthhee  oonnllyy  MMaassssaacchhuusseettttss  uurrbbaann  ssuuppeerriinntteennddeenntt  ttoo  
ppuubblliiccllyy  bbaacckk  cchhaarrtteerr  sscchhoooollss)),,  tthhee  mmaayyoorr,,  aanndd  cceerrttaaiinn  cciittyy  ccoouunncciill  aanndd  sscchhooooll  ccoommmmiitttteeee  
mmeemmbbeerrss..  

TThhee  sscchhooooll''ss  eedduuccaattiioonnaall  ddeessiiggnn,,  wwhhiicchh  eemmpphhaassiizzeess  mmaatthh  aanndd  EEnngglliisshh,,  hhaass  bbeeeenn  rreeffiinneedd  bbyy  
SSaabbiiss  oovveerr  mmoorree  tthhaann  oonnee  hhuunnddrreedd  yyeeaarrss..    UUnnddeerr  tthhee  sscchhooooll’’ss  ““ppooiinntt  ssyysstteemm,,””  tthhee  ccuurrrriiccuulluumm  iiss  
nnaarrrroowweedd  ttoo  cceerrttaaiinn  kkeeyy  ccoonncceeppttss  tthhaatt  aarree  iinnttrroodduucceedd  oonnee  ““ppooiinntt””  aatt  aa  ttiimmee,,  aanndd  tthhee  ccllaassss  mmoovveess  
ffoorrwwaarrdd  oonnllyy  wwhheenn  nneeaarrllyy  aallll  ooff  tthhee  ssttuuddeennttss  hhaavvee  mmaasstteerreedd  tthhee  ccoonncceepptt..    SSaabbiiss  eemmpphhaassiizzeess  llaarrggeerr  
ccllaasssseess,,  ccoonnttiinnuuaall  aasssseessssmmeenntt  ooff  ssttuuddeennttss,,  aanndd  ssttrroonngg  ddiisscciipplliinnee..    SSaabbiiss  aallssoo  pprroovviiddeess  iinncceennttiivveess  ffoorr  
eexxcceelllleennccee  ttoo  bbootthh  iittss  tteeaacchheerrss  aanndd  ssttuuddeennttss,,  iinn  tthhee  ffoorrmm  ooff  hhiigghheerr  ssaallaarriieess  aanndd  pprriizzeess  oorr  
sscchhoollaarrsshhiippss,,  rreessppeeccttiivveellyy..  

TThhee  sscchhooooll''ss  pprriinncciippaall  cchhaalllleennggeess  pprriioorr  ttoo  ooppeenniinngg  wweerree  ccoouunntteerriinngg  tthhee  mmiissiinnffoorrmmaattiioonn  iinn  tthhee  
ccoommmmuunniittyy  aabboouutt  cchhaarrtteerr  sscchhoooollss,,  pprroommuullggaatteedd  bbyy  tteeaacchheerrss  uunniioonn  ooffffiicciiaallss,,  aanndd  ddeeaalliinngg  wwiitthh  tthhee  
ttiimmiinngg  ooff  ccaappiittaattiioonn  ppaayymmeennttss  ffrroomm  tthhee  ssttaattee..    TThhee  sscchhooooll''ss  ffoouunnddeerrss  wwoorrkkeedd  ttoo  pprroovviiddee  tthhee  
ccoommmmuunniittyy  aaccccuurraattee  iinnffoorrmmaattiioonn  aabboouutt  tthhee  nneeww  sscchhooooll..  TThhee  sseeccoonndd  pprroobblleemm——tthhee  ttiimmiinngg  ooff  ssttaattee  
ffuunnddiinngg——iiss  ccoommmmoonn  ttoo  MMaassssaacchhuusseettttss  cchhaarrtteerr  sscchhoooollss..    SSppeecciiffiiccaallllyy,,  ppaayymmeenntt  aarrrriivveess  aatt  tthhee  eenndd  
ooff  tthhee  qquuaarrtteerr,,  aafftteerr  tthhee  sscchhooooll  hhaass  iinnccuurrrreedd  tthhee  ccoosstt  ooff  ooppeerraattiinngg  tthhee  sscchhooooll  ffoorr  tthhee  ppeerriioodd..    
SSaabbiiss''ss  ffiinnaanncciiaall  bbaacckkiinngg  aalllloowweedd  tthhee  sscchhooooll  ttoo  oovveerrccoommee  tthhiiss  pprroobblleemm  aanndd  tthhee  cchhaalllleennggee  ooff  
aacccceessssiinngg  ccaappiittaall  iinn  ggeenneerraall..  

UUnnlliikkee  ootthheerr  llaarrggee  cchhaarrtteerr  sscchhoooollss,,  SSaabbiiss  ddiidd  nnoott  hhaavvee  ttoo  iiddeennttiiffyy  aanndd  iimmpprroovvee  aa  ssuuiittaabbllee  ssiittee;;  
tthhee  ssuuppeerriinntteennddeenntt  ooffffeerreedd  aa  bbuuiillddiinngg..    BBuutt  SSaabbiiss''ss  ssttaaffff  ddiidd  hhaavvee  ttoo  eennggaaggee  iinn  aa  lleennggtthhyy  ppoolliittiiccaall  
ffiigghhtt  ttoo  oobbttaaiinn  aanndd  sseeccuurree  tthhee  vvootteess  ooff  bbootthh  tthhee  sscchhooooll  ccoommmmiitttteeee  aanndd  tthhee  cciittyy  ccoouunncciill  ttoo  lleeaassee  
tthhee  bbuuiillddiinngg  aanndd  ttoo  ccoonnvveerrtt  iitt  ffrroomm  iittss  ffoorrmmeerr  uussee  aass  aa  rreegguullaarr  ppuubblliicc  sscchhooooll..  

TThhee  iinniittiiaall  rreessuullttss  aarree  eennccoouurraaggiinngg::    wwhheenn  tthhee  IIoowwaa  TTeesstt  ooff  BBaassiicc  SSkkiillllss  wwaass  aaddmmiinniisstteerreedd  iinn  
ggrraaddeess  ttwwoo  tthhrroouugghh  sseevveenn,,  ssttuuddeennttss  oonn  aavveerraaggee  ppoosstteedd  bbeettwweeeenn  tthhiirrtteeeenn  aanndd  eeiigghhtteeeenn  mmoonntthhss  ooff  
aaccaaddeemmiicc  ggaaiinnss  ((ddeeppeennddiinngg  oonn  tthhee  ggrraaddee)),,  vveerrssuuss  aa  ttyyppiiccaall  ggaaiinn  ooff  sseevveenn  mmoonntthhss..    AAfftteerr  aa  yyeeaarr  aanndd  
aa  hhaallff,,  tthhee  sscchhooooll  hhaass  aa  wwaaiittiinngg  lliisstt  ooff  aapppprrooxxiimmaatteellyy  770000  ssttuuddeennttss..  

AAlloonngg  wwiitthh  rruunnnniinngg  aa  nneeww  sscchhooooll  iinn  SSoommeerrvviillllee,,  MMaassssaacchhuusseettttss,,  ffoorr  wwhhiicchh  SSaabbiiss  hhaass  rreecceennttllyy  
rreecceeiivveedd  aa  cchhaarrtteerr,,  iitt  iiss  eexxppaannddiinngg  iittss  SSpprriinnggffiieelldd  sscchhooooll  tthhrroouugghh  ggrraaddee  ttwweellvvee  bbyy  aaddddiinngg  aa  nneeww  
ggrraaddee  eeaacchh  yyeeaarr..    EEvveennttuuaallllyy,,  tthhee  ppllaann  iiss  ttoo  eennrroollll  11,,225500  ssttuuddeennttss  iinn  SSpprriinnggffiieelldd..  

 
 
Further, 65 percent of students in charter schools had formerly been in regular public schools, 23 percent 
in nonpublic schools, and 12 percent in kindergarten.42  
 
The Michigan statute has been one of the most successful in the country at authorizing a substantial 
number of charter schools, due in large part to Central Michigan University. Soon after the law was 
passed, the governing board of CMU—alone among Michigan universities—took a leadership role in the 
charter school movement in the state. Despite pressure by some local districts against the university, 
notes charter schools director Robert Mills, “the CMU board has simply taken a position that they won't 
allow themselves to be intimidated.”43 The great majority of charter schools in Michigan have been 
sponsored by CMU, while only three of the fourteen other public universities in the state had sponsored 
schools in operation. Interest is slowly building at other universities, but CMU remains the mainstay of 
the charter movement in Michigan. 
 

                                                           
4422  CCeennttrraall  MMiicchhiiggaann  UUnniivveerrssiittyy,,  UUppddaattee::  MMiicchhiiggaann''ss  CChhaarrtteerr  SScchhooooll  IInniittiiaattiivvee..    
4433  RRoobbeerrtt  MMiillllss,,  ppeerrssoonnaall  ccoommmmuunniiccaattiioonn,,  MMaayy  2299,,  11999966..  
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Opponents were successful, however, in incorporating provisions in the revised charter law that are likely to 
slow the increase in the number of new charter schools in Michigan. Compared to the current rate of nearly 
40 new schools each year, the statewide cap of 85 schools in 1996 will only be increased by 15 in 1997, 25 
in 1998, and 25 in 1999. In addition, a provision aimed at CMU was inserted that limits the number of  
charter schools that may be chartered by any one public university to no more than half of the total number.  
 
This limitation, however, is unlikely to severely impact CMU’s chartering ability over the next few years. On 
December 6, 1996, CMU revoked 14 charters that it had previously granted to groups (many of which had 
proven unable to use them to open schools). The revocation of these charters has provided CMU with 
renewed capacity and will allow it to continue in its leading role on the front line of education reform in the 
state. 
 
Since the beginning of the charter movement in Michigan, such schools have benefited from critical support 
provided by Michigan Gov. John Engler. After the first statute was struck down, Gov. Engler was 
instrumental in pushing through  the legislature the revisions that kept charters alive. Gov. Engler also 
encouraged authorized entities—including public universities, which had previously not viewed elementary 
and secondary education as a central responsibility—to take on the new role of awarding charters.  
 
Under the revised statute prompted by state court decisions, numerous new provisions constrain charter 
schools.  Charter schools are defined as government agencies. As such, they are subjected to many 
regulations that apply to schools administered by districts or to government agencies, including: bidding 
procedures for construction and procurement of supplies; union wage rates on building projects; 
regulations for continuing education for administrators and professional development days for teachers; 
open-meeting requirements; and several dozen other statutes and regulations. 
 

FF..  MMiinnnneessoottaa  
 
The first charter statute in the nation when it was enacted in 1991, Minnesota's charter law followed a 
history of education reforms in the state aimed at allowing parents a range of choices in pursuing the best 
education for their children. Prior to the charter statute, Minnesota had enacted statewide open enrollment 
among regular public schools, a system of alternative learning centers for students not succeeding in 
regular schools, and a program permitting high school juniors and seniors to take courses at public, 
private, or religious postsecondary institutions.  
 
The charter statute authorizes “outcome-based schools” that may be established as nonprofit corporations 
or teacher cooperatives, funded on a per student basis according to the state-established funding 
formula.44 A majority of the governing board of each charter school must be composed of teachers at the 
school. Charters, renewable every three years, constitute agreements to meet outcomes agreed to by the 
school and the chartering entity. 
 

                                                           
4444  TThhiiss  iinncclluuddeess  ssttaattee  aanndd  llooccaall  ffuunnddiinngg  uupp  ttoo  tthhee  ffoouunnddaattiioonn  lleevveell  eessttaabblliisshheedd  bbyy  tthhee  ffoorrmmuullaa,,  bbuutt  ddooeess  nnoott  iinncclluuddee  aaddddiittiioonnaall  

llooccaall  lleevviieess,,  wwhhiicchh  ccaann  bbee  ssuubbssttaannttiiaall  iinn  ssoommee  ddiissttrriiccttss..  
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CCaassee  EExxaammppllee  ##99::  HHoorriizzoonnss  AAccaaddeemmyy  
  
HHoorriizzoonnss  AAccaaddeemmyy  hhaass  eexxiisstteedd  ffoorr  eeiigghhtteeeenn  yyeeaarrss  aass  aann  aalltteerrnnaattiivvee  ppuubblliicc  

sscchhooooll  sseerrvviinngg  ttrroouubblleedd  ssttuuddeennttss  iinn  ggrraaddeess  nniinnee  tthhrroouugghh  ttwweellvvee..  WWhhiillee  ssoommee  
ccoommmmuunniittyy  oouuttrreeaacchh  wwaass  rreeqquuiirreedd  aass  ppaarrtt  ooff  tthhee  cchhaarrtteerr  aapppplliiccaattiioonn  pprroocceessss,,  
HHoorriizzoonnss  wwaass  ssppoonnssoorreedd  bbyy  iittss  llooccaall  sscchhooooll  bbooaarrdd  oonn  tthhee  bbaassiiss  ooff  iittss  lloonngg--tteerrmm  
rreellaattiioonnsshhiipp  wwiitthh  tthhee  ddiissttrriicctt..  HHoorriizzoonnss  sseerrvveess  aa  hhiigghhllyy  fflluuiidd  ppooppuullaattiioonn  ooff  
aapppprrooxxiimmaatteellyy  220000  ssttuuddeennttss  aatt  aannyy  oonnee  ttiimmee,,  wwiitthh  aann  aavveerraaggee  ooff  3300  ssttuuddeennttss  
bbeeiinngg  aaddddeedd  aanndd  3300  lleeaavviinngg  eeaacchh  qquuaarrtteerr..    

  

AAss  aa  ccoonnvveerrtteedd  ppuubblliicc  sscchhooooll,,  HHoorriizzoonnss  wwaass  aabbllee  ttoo  mmiinniimmiizzee  uupp--ffrroonntt  ccaappiittaall  nneeeeddss,,  
ccoonnttiinnuuiinngg  ttoo  uussee  iittss  pprreevviioouuss  iinnssttrruuccttiioonnaall  mmaatteerriiaallss  aanndd  kkeeeeppiinngg  iittss  ffaacciilliittyy  ((tthhoouugghh  ppaayyiinngg  rreenntt))..  
BBeeccaauussee  iitt  iiss  ddiissttrriicctt--ssppoonnssoorreedd,,  tthhee  ssttaattuuttee  rreeqquuiirreess  HHoorriizzoonnss  ttoo  aabbiiddee  bbyy  aallll  eexxiissttiinngg  ccoolllleeccttiivvee--
bbaarrggaaiinniinngg  aaggrreeeemmeennttss,,  ssoommeetthhiinngg  tthhaatt  tthhee  sscchhooooll  bbeelliieevveess  iiss  wwoorrkkiinngg  bbeeccaauussee  ooff  tthhee  uunnuussuuaall  
ccoommmmiittmmeenntt  ooff  iittss  tteeaacchheerrss..  TThhee  ccuurrrriiccuulluumm  wwaass  rreeffiinneedd  oonn  tthhee  bbaassiiss  ooff  aann  eedduuccaattiioonnaall  rreesseeaarrcchh  
ccoommppeennddiiuumm  ccoommppiilleedd  bbyy  tthhee  IInngghhaamm  IInntteerrmmeeddiiaattee  SScchhooooll  DDiissttrriicctt  iinn  MMiicchhiiggaann,,  tthhoouugghh  iitt  hhaass  
nnoott  cchhaannggeedd  ddrraammaattiiccaallllyy  ssiinnccee  tthhee  ttiimmee  iitt  wwaass  aa  ppuubblliicc  sscchhooooll..  EEdduuccaattoorrss  aarree  iinnccrreeaassiinnggllyy  ttaakkiinngg  
aaddvvaannttaaggee  ooff  tthhee  iinntteerrnneett,,  hhoowweevveerr,,  ttoo  sseeeekk  oouutt  nneeww  eedduuccaattiioonnaall  iiddeeaass  tthheeyy  ccaann  uussee..  

  

HHoorriizzoonnss  iinnffoorrmmaallllyy  eessttiimmaatteess  tthhaatt  iitt  iiss  ssuucccceessssffuull  wwiitthh  aapppprrooxxiimmaatteellyy  5500  ppeerrcceenntt  ooff  tthhee  
ssttuuddeennttss  tthhaatt  ccoommee  ttoo  iitt,,  wwhhiillee  ootthheerrss  nneeeedd  rreessiiddeennttiiaall  ppllaacceemmeenntt  oorr  ssoommee  ootthheerr  ttyyppee  ooff  
ssppeecciiaalliizzeedd  eennvviirroonnmmeenntt..4455  FFuuttuurree  ppllaannss  iinncclluuddee  ffuurrtthheerr  eexxppaannssiioonn  ooff  tthhee  sscchhooooll''ss  uussee  ooff  
tteecchhnnoollooggyy,,  bbeetttteerr  wwrriittiinngg  iinnssttrruuccttiioonn,,  aanndd  aa  ssttrroonnggeerr  eemmpphhaassiiss  oonn  eennvviirroonnmmeennttaall  ssttuuddyy  aanndd  wwoorrlldd  
cciittiizzeennsshhiipp..  CCoommppeettiittiivvee  pprreessssuurree  dduuee  ttoo  nneeaarrbbyy  cchhaarrtteerr  sscchhoooollss  bbeeiinngg  ssppoonnssoorreedd  bbyy  GGrraanndd  VVaalllleeyy  
UUnniivveerrssiittyy  hhaass  aallssoo  eennccoouurraaggeedd  tthhee  llooccaall  ddiissttrriicctt  ttoo  ccoonnssiiddeerr  ssppoonnssoorriinngg  aaddddiittiioonnaall  sscchhoooollss  ooff  
cchhooiiccee,,  wwhhiicchh  HHoorriizzoonnss  ssttrroonnggllyy  ssuuppppoorrttss..4466  

  
  
  

CCaassee  EExxaammppllee  ##1100::  EExxcceell  CChhaarrtteerr  SScchhooooll  
  
DDeevveellooppeedd  bbyy  EEdduuccaattiioonn  DDeevveellooppmmeenntt  CCoorrppoorraattiioonn  ((EEDDCC)),,  aa  ffoorr--pprrooffiitt  

mmaannaaggeemmeenntt  ccoorrppoorraattiioonn,,  EExxcceell  iiss  oonnllyy  tthhee  ffiirrsstt  ooff  aa  ppllaannnneedd  cchhaaiinn  ooff  cchhaarrtteerr  
sscchhoooollss  aaddmmiinniisstteerreedd  bbyy  tthhee  ssaammee  ccoommppaannyy..  EEDDCC  wwaass  ffoouunnddeedd  bbyy  aann  
iinnvveessttmmeenntt  ccoommppaannyy,,  wwiitthh  tthhee  aaiimm  ooff  ““CCrreeaattiinngg  ooppttiioonnss  aanndd  ooppppoorrttuunniittiieess  ffoorr  cchhiillddrreenn  tthhrroouugghh  
eexxcceelllleennccee  iinn  eedduuccaattiioonn..””  WWiitthh  tthhee  ffiirrsstt  cchhaarrtteerr  ccoonnttrraacctt  nnoott  aapppprroovveedd  uunnttiill  JJuunnee  11999955,,  EEDDCC  ppuutt  
uupp  tthhee  ccaappiittaall  aanndd  ffoouunndd  aa  ssiittee,,  gguutttteedd  iitt,,  aanndd  rreennoovvaatteedd  iitt  iinn  ttiimmee  ffoorr  ccllaasssseess  ttoo  ssttaarrtt  tthhaatt  
SSeepptteemmbbeerr..4477  

  

TThhee  sscchhooooll  ssttaarrtteedd  wwiitthh  aapppprrooxxiimmaatteellyy  117700  ssttuuddeennttss  aanndd  iinnccrreeaasseedd  iittss  eennrroollllmmeenntt  ttoo  331133  iinn  ffaallll  
11999966..  TThhee  eedduuccaattiioonn  ddeessiiggnn  cchhaannggeedd  ffrroomm  aann  eeaarrllyy  ppllaann  ttoo  uussee  tthhee  ccuurrrriiccuulluumm  ooff  aann  eexxiissttiinngg  
sscchhooooll  iinn  WWeesslleeyy,,  TTeexxaass,,  ttoo  ccoommmmeerrcciiaall  pprroodduuccttss  tthhaatt  iinncclluuddee  tthhee  UUnniivveerrssiittyy  ooff  CChhiiccaaggoo  
mmaatthheemmaattiiccss  pprrooggrraamm,,  OOppeenn  CCoouurrtt  iinnssttrruuccttiioonnaall  mmaatteerriiaallss  ffoorr  llaanngguuaaggee  aarrttss,,  aanndd  tthhee  CCoorree  
KKnnoowwlleeddggee  ccuurrrriiccuulluumm  iinn  ssoocciiaall  ssttuuddiieess..  PPaarreennttss  ssttrroonnggllyy  ssuuppppoorrtt  tthhee  sscchhooooll''ss  eemmpphhaassiiss  oonn  bbaassiicc  
mmoorraall  eedduuccaattiioonn..  

  

SSuucccceessss  aatt  EExxcceell  hhaass  eennccoouurraaggeedd  EEDDCC  ttoo  mmoovvee  aahheeaadd  wwiitthh  aammbbiittiioouuss  ppllaannss  ffoorr  eexxppaannssiioonn..  
EEDDCC  rreecceeiivveedd  aapppprroovvaall  ffrroomm  GGrraanndd  VVaalllleeyy  UUnniivveerrssiittyy,,  wwhhiicchh  aapppprroovveedd  tthhee  cchhaarrtteerr  ffoorr  EExxcceell,,  ffoorr  
tthhrreeee  aaddddiittiioonnaall  cchhaarrtteerr  sscchhoooollss  ssttaarrttiinngg  iinn  ffaallll  11999966..  EEDDCC  hhaass  aallssoo  aapppplliieedd  ffoorr  eevveenn  mmoorree  cchhaarrtteerrss  
ttoo  ooppeenn  iinn  ffaallll  11999977  aanndd  mmaayy  eexxppaanndd  oouuttssiiddee  tthhee  ssttaattee  iinn  ffuuttuurree  yyeeaarrss..  

 

                                                           
4455    TThhiiss  ddooeess  nnoott  nneecceessssaarriillyy  mmeeaann  ssppeecciiaall  eedduuccaattiioonnaall,,  tthhoouugghh  tthhaatt  iiss  ttyyppiiccaallllyy  tthhee  ccaassee..  
4466    HHoorriizzoonn,,  ppeerrssoonnaall  ccoommmmuunniiccaattiioonn,,  MMaayy  2299,,  11999966..  
4477    TTiinnaa  QQuuiinnnn,,  ppeerrssoonnaall  ccoommmmuunniiccaattiioonn,,  MMaayy  2299,,  11999966..  



  
  

                        CCHHAARRTTEERR  SSCCHHOOOOLL  IINNNNOOVVAATTIIOONNSS                                2233

A number of important amendments have been made to the law since it was enacted. The number of 
charter schools authorized has been expanded to forty from the original eight, fewer than half the number 
permitted are currently chartered. The entities permitted to grant charters have also changed. Originally, 
any school district was authorized to grant a charter to a school anywhere in the state. When a rural 
district granted a charter to a school in Minneapolis, however, this provision was changed to limit 
districts to granting charters only in their geographic boundaries. If rejected, applicants may appeal to the 
state board if they received positive votes from at least two local board members. State universities have 
also been added to the list of potential chartering entities. 
 
Based on the experience of other states, it appears that two key aspects of the statute have served to limit 
substantially both the number and diversity of charter schools in Minnesota. First, despite various 
attempts at improvement, the charter approval process suffers from excessive politicization and is not 
focused on creating new opportunities to provide quality education. With only a few exceptions, most 
districts continue to view charters with suspicion, if not hostility. Regular public schools are still viewed 
by most school boards as their primary responsibility, and charters as competition. Successful applicants 
have had to spend a great deal of time in negotiations with recalcitrant districts, sometimes resulting in 
potentially damaging concessions. One school has had to make cash payments equaling tens of thousands 
of dollars each year to the local district in order to hold the district financially harmless for any students 
that choose the charter school. Notably, one larger district approved five charters, but even it has tended 
to view such schools as small, alternative programs that are not intended to serve the mainstream 
population and compete directly with regular public schools. 
 
So far, the alternative chartering procedures have not functioned effectively to allow a significant number 
of new schools to start.  
 
The state-level appeal is limited by the state board’s deference to local decision-making, while it still 
requires applicants to spend time applying to unresponsive local entities and winning over at least two 
local board members. Public universities have not used their authority to approve any charters to date, 
and there appears to be nothing encouraging them to change this stance any time soon. One university 
considering granting a charter backed off after the local district and teachers union threatened that its 
student teachers would no longer be allowed in the local schools. On their own, universities in Minnesota 
seem to have concluded that chartering schools is not sufficiently important to their missions to face the 
political controversy that would inevitably result. 
 
Further, the statutory requirement that teachers at the school constitute a majority of the governing board 
appears to have severely limited the field of potential applicants. With a few exceptions, it seems to have 
inhibited other grassroots groups, especially parents (which have been a driving force for the charter 
movement in other states), from establishing charter schools. 
 
Unlike other states that don't have such a requirement, no major institutional providers, such as 
established community organizations or private companies, have come forward to create schools. Charter 
schools in Minnesota have tended to be smaller and have been developed by a smaller segment of the 
community (i.e., individual educators), when compared to other states. Further, a prohibition on the use 
of public funds to acquire land or school buildings has limited charter schools' options without 
accomplishing any clear public purpose. These hurdles have created a demanding environment for 
Minnesota charter schools. 
 



  
  

2244                                RRPPPPII  

Yet an evaluation conducted for the state board of education has found promising, if not yet definitive, 
results for Minnesota charter schools. The study, which examined the 16 charter schools operating prior 
to fall 1996, found that the schools serve a much higher proportion of minority and disadvantaged 
students than other public schools: 25 percent of charter students have a disability versus 15 percent in 
the host district; 47 percent of charter students meet federal poverty criteria for free or reduced lunch 
versus 29 percent in the host district; and 10 percent of charter students have limited English proficiency 
versus 5 percent in the host district. The study also found that the charter schools are doing a better job 
satisfying parents when compared to public schools nationally: 90 percent of Minnesota charter school 
parents award their school a grade of “A” or “B” versus 65 percent of parents nationwide.48 
 

  
CCaassee  EExxaammppllee  ##1111::  MMiinnnneessoottaa  NNeeww  CCoouunnttrryy  SScchhooooll  

  
TThhee  NNeeww  CCoouunnttrryy  SScchhooooll  wwaass  eessttaabblliisshheedd  ttoo  iimmpplleemmeenntt  aann  oorrggaanniizzaattiioonnaall——

aass  wweellll  aass  aann  eedduuccaattiioonnaall——vviissiioonn,,  nnootteess  ccoo--ffoouunnddeerr  JJoohhnn  SScchhuullttzz..  PPllaannnneedd  bbyy  aa  
rreeggiioonnaall  ggrroouupp  ooff  iinnddiivviidduuaallss  tthhaatt  ccaammee  ttooggeetthheerr  iinn  sspprriinngg  11999922,,  tthhee  sscchhooooll  wwaass  
ddeessiiggnneedd  ttoo  eessttaabblliisshh  aa  nneeww  mmooddeell  ffoorr  sscchhoooolliinngg,,  wwhheerree  ssttaaffff  wwoouulldd  bbee  mmoottiivvaatteedd  bbyy  ““ttrruuee  
oowwnneerrsshhiipp””  iinnsstteeaadd  ooff  oovveerrssiigghhtt  uunnddeerr  tthhee  ttrraaddiittiioonnaall  eemmppllooyyeerr--eemmppllooyyeeee  rreellaattiioonnsshhiipp..  TTwwoo  
mmeemmbbeerrss  ooff  tthhee  ppllaannnniinngg  ggrroouupp  wweerree  ffaammiilliiaarr  wwiitthh  tthhee  LLeeSSuueeuurr  sscchhooooll  ddiissttrriicctt  aanndd  bbeelliieevveedd  iitt  
wwoouulldd  bbee  rreecceeppttiivvee  ttoo  tthhee  pprrooppoossaall..4499    

TThhee  sscchhooooll,,  wwhhiicchh  ooppeenneedd  iittss  ddoooorrss  iinn  ffaallll  11999944,,  iiss  llooccaatteedd  iinn  tthhrreeee  ssttoorreeffrroonnttss  oonn  MMaaiinn  SSttrreeeett  
iinn  ddoowwnnttoowwnn  LLeeSSuueeuurr..  TThhee  eedduuccaattiioonnaall  pprrooggrraamm  iiss  yyeeaarr--rroouunndd,,  wwiitthh  aann  eemmpphhaassiiss  oonn  ssttuuddeenntt--
ddiirreecctteedd  lleeaarrnniinngg  tthhaatt  iinncclluuddeess  pprroojjeeccttss  oonn  tthhee  sscchhooooll''ss  nnuummeerroouuss  ccoommppuutteerrss  ((oonnee  ffoorr  eevveerryy  ttwwoo  
ssttuuddeennttss))..  EExxpplliicciitt  ssttuuddeenntt  oouuttccoommeess  aanndd  cclloossee  iinntteerraaccttiioonn  wwiitthh  tteeaacchheerrss  hheellpp  ttoo  eessttaabblliisshh  tthhee  
ffrraammeewwoorrkk..5500  SSttrroonngg  ccoommmmuunniittyy  iinnvvoollvveemmeenntt  iiss  aallssoo  eennccoouurraaggeedd,,  wwiitthh  ssttuuddeennttss  ddeemmoonnssttrraattiinngg  oorr  
eexxppllaaiinniinngg  tthheeiirr  wwoorrkk  aatt  ““ccoommmmuunniittyy  pprreesseennttaattiioonn  nniigghhttss””  ooppeenn  ttoo  aannyyoonnee  tthhaatt  iiss  iinntteerreesstteedd..  
WWhhiillee  tthhee  ccuurrrriiccuulluumm  wwaass  bbaasseedd  oonn  tthhee  eedduuccaattiioonnaall  vviissiioonn  ooff  tthhee  ffoouunnddeerrss,,  aa  ffiirrsstt--yyeeaarr  rreevviieeww  
ffoouunndd  tthhaatt  ssoommee  ssttuuddeennttss  wweerree  oovveerrwwhheellmmeedd  bbyy  tthhee  ddeeggrreeee  ooff  ffrreeeeddoomm  wwhhiillee  ootthheerrss  tthhrriivveedd..  
SScchhooooll  ssttaaffff  aacckknnoowwlleeddggee  tthhaatt  tthhee  sscchhooooll  iiss  nnoott  ffoorr  aallll  ttyyppeess  ooff  ssttuuddeennttss,,  aanndd  tthheeyy  nnoottee  tthhaatt  tthheeyy  
hhaavvee  aaddaapptteedd  tthhee  pprrooggrraamm  ssoommeewwhhaatt  ttoo  pprroovviiddee  mmoorree  ddiirreeccttiioonn  ffoorr  ssoommee  ssttuuddeennttss..5511    

TThhee  mmaannaaggeemmeenntt  ooff  aallll  ooff  tthhee  eedduuccaattiioonnaall,,  aanndd  mmoosstt  aaddmmiinniissttrraattiivvee,,  ffuunnccttiioonnss  hhaass  bbeeeenn  
ssuubbccoonnttrraacctteedd  ttoo  tthhee  ffoorr--pprrooffiitt  EEddVViissiioonnss  ccooooppeerraattiivvee  ((wwhhiicchh  iinncclluuddeess  aallll  ooff  tthhee  ssttaaffff  ooff  tthhee  
sscchhooooll))..  TThhee  sscchhooooll  bbooaarrdd  ccoonndduuccttss  ppoolliiccyy  oovveerrssiigghhtt  aanndd  eevvaalluuaattiioonn..  DDuuee  ttoo  aa  rreeqquuiirreemmeenntt  iinn  tthhee  
ssttaattuuttee,,  tthhee  ggoovveerrnniinngg  bbooaarrdd  ooff  tthhee  cchhaarrtteerr  sscchhoooollss  iinncclluuddeess  mmoosstt  ooff  tthhee  tteeaacchheerrss  iinn  tthhee  
ccooooppeerraattiivvee..  SSoommee  hhaavvee  qquueessttiioonneedd  wwhheetthheerr  tthhiiss  dduuaall  rreessppoonnssiibbiilliittyy  ccoonnssttiittuutteess  aa  ccoonnfflliicctt  ooff  
iinntteerreesstt  ((aalltthhoouugghh,,  ssoo  ffaarr,,  tthheerree  iiss  nnoo  eevviiddeennccee  tthhaatt  iitt  hhaass  nneeggaattiivveellyy  aaffffeecctteedd  tthhee  sscchhooooll))..    

TThhee  ffiirrsstt  ssttoorree--ffrroonntt  ffaacciilliittyy  wwaass  oobbttaaiinneedd  tthhrroouugghh  aa  ffaavvoorraabbllee  aarrrraannggeemmeenntt  wwiitthh  aa  llooccaall  bbaannkk,,  
iinn  ppaarrtt  oonn  tthhee  bbaassiiss  ooff  ppeerrssoonnaall  ttrruusstt..    SSppeennddiinngg  oonn  ccoommppuutteerrss  aanndd  ootthheerr  ccaappiittaall  nneeeeddss  hhaass  bbeeeenn  
ffiinnaanncceedd  iinn  ppaarrtt  tthhrroouugghh  pprriivvaattee  ggrraannttss,,  wwhhiicchh  mmaayy  nnoott  eexxiisstt  iinn  ffuuttuurree  yyeeaarrss,,  aass  wweellll  aass  tthhrroouugghh  
llooaannss..  IInn  sspprriinngg  11999966,,  tthhee  sscchhooooll  bbeeggaann  pprreeppaarriinngg  ffoorr  tthhee  rreenneewwaall  ooff  iittss  tthhrreeee--yyeeaarr  cchhaarrtteerr..  IItt  
hhooppeedd  ttoo  iimmpprroovvee  oonn  ppoorrttiioonnss  ooff  tthhee  oorriiggiinnaall  cchhaarrtteerr  tthhaatt  iitt  aacccceepptteedd  iinn  oorrddeerr  ttoo  rreecceeiivvee  llooccaall  
ddiissttrriicctt  aapppprroovvaall..  IItt  eexxppeeccttss  tthhaatt  iittss  rreeccoorrdd  ssoo  ffaarr  aanndd  tthhee  nneeww  ppoossssiibbiilliittyy  ooff  aappppeeaall  ttoo  tthhee  ssttaattee  
bbooaarrdd  aarree  lliikkeellyy  ttoo  eennhhaannccee  iittss  lleevveerraaggee..  WWhhiillee  tthhee  ccooooppeerraattiivvee  wwoouulldd  lliikkee  ttoo  eexxppaanndd  iittss  aaccttiivviittiieess,,  
iitt  ddooeess  nnoott  eennvviissiioonn  eexxppaannddiinngg  tthhee  8855--ssttuuddeenntt  sscchhooooll  bbeeyyoonndd  aa  mmaaxxiimmuumm  ooff  112255  iinn  oorrddeerr  ttoo  
mmaaiinnttaaiinn  tthhee  ttiigghhtt--kknniitt  aattmmoosspphheerree..5522    

                                                           
4488    PPaattrriicciiaa,,  SSeeppppaanneenn,,  eett  aall..,,  MMiinnnneessoottaa  CChhaarrtteerr  SScchhoooollss  EEvvaalluuaattiioonn::  IInntteerriimm  RReeppoorrtt,,  UUnniivveerrssiittyy  ooff  MMiinnnneessoottaa,,  DDeecceemmbbeerr  

11999966..  
4499  CCoo--FFoouunnddeerr  JJoohhnn  SScchhuullttzz,,  ppeerrssoonnaall  ccoommmmuunniiccaattiioonn,,  JJuunnee  55,,  11999966..  
5500  MMiinnnneessoottaa  NNeeww  CCoouunnttrryy  SScchhooooll,,  IInncc....  AA  DDeessiiggnn  PPllaann  OOvveerrvviieeww,,  11999966..  
5511  MMaarryy  JJaannee  SSmmeettaannkkaa,,  ““NNeeww  CCoouunnttrryy  FFiillllss  GGaappss  oonn  MMaaiinn  SStt..  aanndd  iinn  EEdduuccaattiioonn,,””  TThhee  SSttaarr  TTrriibbuunnee,,  AApprriill  2266,,  11999966,,  pp  11AA..  
5522  JJoohhnn  SScchhuullttzz,,  ppeerrssoonnaall  ccoommmmuunniiccaattiioonn,,  JJuunnee  55,,  11999966..  
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The political and policy climate also appears to be improving for Minnesota charter schools. While state 
leaders do not appear to have been hostile in the past, neither has there been a sense that charter schools 
were a central aspect of their plans for education reform. In early 1997, Gov. Arne Carlson proposed 
several amendments to strengthen charter schools, including raising their per pupil funding almost to the 
level of regular public schools, enhancing their autonomy, lifting the cap on the number of schools, and 
removing local school boards’ veto power over proposed schools. In an atmosphere of renewed 
bipartisanship, the legislature appears open to enact substantial improvements to the charter statute. 

  
  

CCaassee  EExxaammppllee  ##1122::  CCiittyy  AAccaaddeemmyy  
  

TThhee  ffiirrsstt  cchhaarrtteerr  sscchhooooll  iinn  tthhee  nnaattiioonn,,  CCiittyy  AAccaaddeemmyy  iiss  aallssoo  oonnee  ooff  tthhee  ffeeww  ttoo  
hhaavvee  bbeeeenn  tthhrroouugghh  aa  pprroocceessss  ooff  rreenneewwiinngg  iittss  tthhrreeee--yyeeaarr  cchhaarrtteerr..  IItt  wwaass  
eessttaabblliisshheedd  ttoo  sseerrvvee  tthhoossee  wwhhoo  hhaadd  ““ddrrooppppeedd  oouutt  oorr  bbeeeenn  ppuusshheedd  oouutt””  ooff  tthhee  rreegguullaarr  ppuubblliicc  
sscchhoooollss,,  aaccccoorrddiinngg  ttoo  ccoo--ffoouunnddeerr  MMiilloo  CCuutttteerr..  TThhee  cchhaarrtteerr  ppaatthh  wwaass  cchhoosseenn  aafftteerr  aann  aatttteemmpptt  ttoo  
ccrreeaattee  aann  aalltteerrnnaattiivvee  sscchhooooll  tthhrroouugghh  aa  ccoonnttrraacctt  wwiitthh  tthhee  SStt..  PPaauull  sscchhooooll  ddiissttrriicctt  bbeeccaammee  mmiirreedd  iinn  
rreedd  ttaappee..  TThhee  oorriiggiinnaall  aapppprroovvaall  pprroocceessss  wwaass  ddiiffffiiccuulltt,,  wwiitthh  ccrriittiiccss  cchhaarrggiinngg  tthhaatt  tthhee  cchhaarrtteerr  sscchhooooll  
wwoouulldd  bbee  eelliittiisstt  aanndd  wwoouulldd  bbee  ddaammaaggiinngg  ttoo  rreegguullaarr  sscchhoooollss..  HHoowweevveerr,,  ssiinnccee  aapppprroovviinngg  tthhee  
cchhaarrtteerr,,  tthhee  SStt..  PPaauull  ddiissttrriicctt  hhaass  aassssiisstteedd  tthhee  sscchhooooll  iinn  ddeeaalliinngg  wwiitthh  vvaarriioouuss  ssttaattee  aaggeenncciieess  aanndd  tthheeiirr  
rreeqquuiirreemmeennttss..  TThhee  sscchhooooll  ccuurrrreennttllyy  eennrroollllss  6600  ssttuuddeennttss,,  uupp  ffrroomm  iittss  oorriiggiinnaall  3300  ssttuuddeennttss  bbuutt  ddoowwnn  
ffrroomm  aa  hhiigghh  ooff  7700..  ((WWiitthh  aa  ccuurrrreenntt  wwaaiittiinngg  lliisstt  ooff  8800,,  hhoowweevveerr,,  tthhee  ddeeccrreeaassee  wwaass  vvoolluunnttaarryy..))    

TThhee  eedduuccaattiioonnaall  pprrooggrraamm,,  iinnssppiirreedd  bbyy  tthhee  wwrriittiinnggss  ooff  TTeedd  SSiizzeerr,,  IIrraa  GGllaasssseerr,,  aanndd  ootthheerrss,,  sseettss  
eexxppeeccttaattiioonnss  ffoorr  iinnddiivviidduuaall  ssttuuddeennttss  bbaasseedd  oonn  tthheeiirr  sskkiillllss  aatt  tthhee  ttiimmee  tthheeyy  aarrrriivvee..  AA  llooww,,  ssiixx  ttoo  oonnee  
rraattiioo  ooff  ssttuuddeennttss--ttoo--tteeaacchheerrss  ppeerrmmiittss  cclloossee  ppeerrssoonnaall  rreellaattiioonnss  aanndd  tteeaacchheerr  aawwaarreenneessss  ooff  ssttuuddeenntt  
pprrooggrreessss..  AAnn  aavveerraaggee  ooff  9900  ppeerrcceenntt  ooff  ggrraadduuaatteess  qquuaalliiffyy  ffoorr  hhiigghheerr  eedduuccaattiioonn,,  wwiitthh  mmoosstt  ggooiinngg  oonn  
ttoo  eennrroollll  iinn  ppoossttsseeccoonnddaarryy  iinnssttiittuuttiioonnss..  AAss  aa  rreessuulltt  ooff  iittss  ssuucccceessss,,  aass  wweellll  aass  tthhee  iinnccrreeaassiinngg  ffaammiilliiaarriittyy  
wwiitthh  cchhaarrtteerr  sscchhoooollss  iinn  tthhee  ssttaattee,,  rreenneewwaall  ooff  tthhee  cchhaarrtteerr  pprroocceeeeddeedd  wwiitthh  ffaarr  lleessss  ccoonnttrroovveerrssyy  tthhaann  
tthhee  oorriiggiinnaall  aapppprroovvaall..  

TThhee  sscchhooooll  rreelliieess  oonn  MMiilloo  CCuutttteerr''ss  1155  yyeeaarrss  ooff  ssmmaallll--bbuussiinneessss  eexxppeerriieennccee,,  tthhoouugghh  iitt  hhaass  aallssoo  
ccoonnttrraacctteedd  wwiitthh  tthhee  ssaammee  eedduuccaattiioonnaall  ffiinnaannccee  eexxppeerrtt  uusseedd  bbyy  tthhee  SStt..  PPaauull  ddiissttrriicctt..  SSttaarrtt--uupp  ccoossttss  
wweerree  aaddddrreesssseedd  tthhrroouugghh  ccoommppeettiittiivvee  ssttaattee  ggrraannttss  aanndd  cchhaarriittaabbllee  ssuuppppoorrtt  ffrroomm  NNoorrtthheerrnn  SSttaatteess  
PPoowweerr  CCoommppaannyy  ((aa  ttwwoo--yyeeaarr  llooaann,,  llaatteerr  ffoorrggiivveenn))..  WWiitthh  tthhee  mmaayyoorr''ss  ssuuppppoorrtt,,  tthhee  sscchhooooll  ffoouunndd  
ssppaaccee  iinn  tthhee  WWiillddeerr  RReeccrreeaattiioonn  CCeenntteerr,,  wwhhiicchh  iitt  uusseess  dduurriinngg  nnoonn--pprrooggrraamm  hhoouurrss..  SSttuuddeennttss  rraannggee  
iinn  aaggee  ffrroomm  1155  ttoo  2211..  AA  mmaajjoorriittyy  aarree  mmiinnoorriittiieess  aanndd  aarree  ffrroomm  ffaammiilliieess  wwiitthh  iinnccoommeess  bbeellooww  tthhee  
ppoovveerrttyy  lleevveell..  NNuummeerroouuss  ppaarrttnneerrsshhiippss,,  wwiitthh  oorrggaanniizzaattiioonnss  rraannggiinngg  ffrroomm  HHaabbiittaatt  ffoorr  HHuummaanniittyy  ttoo  
tthhee  SScciieennccee  MMuusseeuumm,,  ppeerrmmiitt  lleeaarrnniinngg  ttoo  ooccccuurr  ooffff--ssiittee..    

UUnnlliikkee  ootthheerr  iinnddeeppeennddeenntt  cchhaarrtteerr  sscchhoooollss,,  tthhee  sscchhooooll  ssttaaffff  aarree  mmeemmbbeerrss  ooff  tthhee  MMiicchhiiggaann  
EEdduuccaattiioonn  AAssssoocciiaattiioonn  ((MMEEAA))  eevveenn  tthhoouugghh  tthheeyy  ddoo  nnoott  eennggaaggee  iinn  ccoolllleeccttiivvee  bbaarrggaaiinniinngg..  IInn  aaddddiittiioonn  
ttoo  tthhee  mmeemmbbeerrsshhiipp  bbeenneeffiittss,,  CCiittyy  AAccaaddeemmyy  jjooiinneedd  iinn  oorrddeerr  ttoo  ““kkeeeepp  tthhee  lliinneess  ooff  ccoommmmuunniiccaattiioonn  
ooppeenn..””5533    WWhhiillee  tthhee  eedduuccaattoorrss  ooff  CCiittyy  AAccaaddeemmyy  hhaavvee  bbeeccoommee  iinntteerrnnaall  aaddvvooccaatteess  ffoorr  cchhaarrtteerr  
sscchhoooollss  aatt  ssttaattee  aanndd  nnaattiioonnaall  NNEEAA  ffoorruummss,,  tthhaatt  hhaass  nnoott  ssttooppppeedd  tthhee  ssttaattee  MMEEAA  ffrroomm  ccoonnttiinnuuiinngg  ttoo  
lloobbbbyy  aaggaaiinnsstt  cchhaarrtteerr  sscchhoooollss  iinn  tthhee  ssttaattee  lleeggiissllaattuurree..  

  
 
 
 
 
 
                                                           

5533  CCoo--FFoouunnddeerr  MMiilloo  JJ..  CCuutttteerr,,  ppeerrssoonnaall  ccoommmmuunniiccaattiioonn,,  JJuunnee  11999966..  
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GG..  OOtthheerr  SSttaattuutteess  
 
The five states profiled in this report were selected because they met minimum standards of effectiveness 
and because they illustrate important issues relating to charter schools. Most important, all had been in 
force long enough to evaluate the success of schools for at least one full year.  (One state not profiled, 
Colorado, has also had a charter statute in effect long enough to demonstrate effectiveness in permitting 
the establishment of over 30 operating charter schools since 1993.) Other states not profiled may have 
recently passed statutes containing effective features, though it is too early for conclusive—or in some 
cases any—empirical evidence. Statutes passed in Texas and Delaware in 1995 have already resulted in 
charter approvals, while a New Jersey statute passed late in the year remains a question mark. In 1996, 
potentially effective statutes were enacted by Congress (for the District of Columbia) and by North 
Carolina, while Connecticut and Illinois passed statutes likely to be effective in authorizing only a limited 
number of charter schools. 
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PP aa rr tt   55   

TThhee  EEffffeecctt  ooff  CChhaarrtteerr  RReeffoorrmmss  

AA..  CChhaarrtteerr  IInnnnoovvaattoorrss  RReeiinnvveennttiinngg  PPuubblliicc  EEdduuccaattiioonn  
 
With the pace of charter school legislative activity showing no signs of slowing, it is now clear that the 
charter movement is here to stay. The evolving features of charter statutes and the resulting diverse 
charter pioneers are forcing a redefinition of public education. Elements of consumer choice and other 
market principles have led some to question whether charters are leading to the end of public education. 
So far, however, even the boldest and most far-reaching charter reforms represent more of a refinement 
and updating, rather than a wholesale repudiation, of the basic concept of public education. 
 
Charter schools satisfy the core principles of public education: they are open to the public, supported 
through public funding, and accountable to the public. Perhaps the most central characteristic of any 
public enterprise is the first principle: open service to the public. By analogy, a hotel is legally considered 
a “public accommodation,” even though the building is owned and operated by a private entity, because 
it is understood to be open to the general public. Unlike a private association, a public accommodation is 
not permitted to exclude individuals due to such characteristics as race or religion.  
 
Second, public education has traditionally had a central goal of providing educational opportunity for 
students from families of limited means. Thus, charter schools continue to rely on public funding for 
core-operating expenses and are barred from charging tuition. With public funding, however, comes a 
third principle: public accountability for fiscal propriety and educational results. These two features, in 
fact, represent the essential features of public education as understood by most Americans. 
 
The key difference between charter schools and regular public schools is that the former allow a range of 
private and public providers to satisfy these core principles and provide public education through new 
and diverse means, while the latter limit their delivery mechanism to local government agencies managed 
by school boards. Charter applicants must be able to demonstrate that they have a plan to provide quality 
education free of charge to the public, and they must agree to be held accountable by a public entity for 
their performance before they become eligible to receive public dollars.  
 
But do charter schools represent an end point in the evolution of the education system or just one step 
toward a full voucher system, or even complete government disentanglement from elementary and 
secondary education? Some supporters of charter schools view them as a first step toward extending the 
broadest possible form of school choice, including fully private schools. But many others who support 
bold charter school reforms do not support private school choice. Instead, they believe that, as long as the 
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principles of public education are maintained, a modernized, dynamic, and consumer-friendly public 
system is likely to minimize interest in private schools. Regardless of one's position on ultimate goals, 
however, it is a key strength of the charter movement that such differences have not discouraged alliances 
in support of strong charter reforms. In fact, such alliances have proven to be the pattern rather than the 
exception in enacting most charter school reforms. 
 
Charter schools also appear to enhance accountability. Research on institutional effectiveness54 has 
shown that governmental bureaucracies, such as school districts, are not effective in holding schools 
accountable through direct management and regulation. In independent charter schools, the most 
important day-to-day guarantors of accountability are parents, many of whom continuously monitor 
quality and all of whom are free to depart at any time—taking with them their share of public funds. But 
the increase in parental accountability occurs simultaneously with an increase in public accountability.  
 
By renouncing bureaucratic management and regulation in favor of charters, public authorities are able to 
implement accountability based on student learning. Instead of focusing the attention of schools on 
documenting their compliance with shifting mandates, such as instructional techniques they must use or 
the selection and management of staff, the renewal required of every charter after a defined period of 
time establishes a regular process for focusing charter schools on their central mission: results. If students 
do not progress adequately and a charter is not renewed, real consequences unimaginable in regular 
public schools follow: school management and staff lose their jobs. It is no accident that Minnesota's 
charter statute, the first in the nation, refers to charter schools as “outcome-based schools.” 
 

BB..  WWhhaatt  WWee  HHaavvee  LLeeaarrnneedd  AAbboouutt  TThhee  DDiiffffeerreenntt  CChhaarrtteerr  MMooddeellss  
 
The different charter models are perhaps the clearest evidence so far of the potential of the charter 
movement to reinvent public education to make it more dynamic, efficient, and responsive to the needs 
and interests of consumers. Each of the models possesses its own inherent character, advantages, and 
disadvantages, all of which will impact their potential in meeting the needs of students and their families. 
 
While it is too early to know with any certainty which of the models will prove most effective in doing 
so, we can draw some preliminary conclusions based on the strategy and resources typically used by each 
model in surmounting the hurdles of establishing and operating charter schools. Such hurdles include: 
developing a quality charter application; designing and refining a high-quality curriculum; securing the 
necessary start-up capital; obtaining business and administrative expertise.  Also relevant are plans for 
future expansion in the number of school sites and students served. Such plans, if they are successful, are 
likely to eventually increase both the number and the impact of these models.  
 
The evidence so far relating to the different models of charter schools suggests the following:  
 
• Established grassroots organizations/individuals have demonstrated an ability to raise modest 

amounts of capital from foundations, while new grassroots organizations find this a major obstacle. 
Even organizations with a track record, however, have had to settle for facilities that would be 
viewed as minimal relative to regular public schools.  

 

                                                           
5544  SSeeee,,  ffoorr  eexxaammppllee,,  JJoohhnn  EE..  CChhuubbbb  aanndd  TTeerrrryy  MM..  MMooee,,  PPoolliittiiccss,,  MMaarrkkeettss,,  aanndd  AAmmeerriiccaa''ss  SScchhooooll,,    TThhee  BBrrooookkiinnggss  IInnssttiittuuttiioonn,,  

11999900..  
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• Business-operated charter schools are better positioned to raise large amounts of up-front capital in 
order to establish larger, more physically attractive facilities. They have also been able to invest 
more, in some cases substantially more, in technology, teacher training, and research and 
development. 

 
• Business-operated charters are far more likely to be a part of larger organizations  (or plan to be part 

of larger organizations) consisting of groups of charter schools. Any financial and educational 
benefits of such larger organizations would constitute a key, if still unproven, potential advantage of 
this model. The loss of a tight-knit community or “family” culture common to many charter schools 
is a key potential disadvantage, though The Edison Project, for example, has taken steps aimed at 
minimizing any such downside (i.e., through an “academy,” school-within-a-school structure). 

 
• The teacher cooperative model promises to offer unique professional rewards, but so far teachers 

have shown little interest in such an approach. Based on the experience to date, teacher cooperatives 
appear unlikely to become a common charter model. In Minnesota, where the statute encourages 
such an arrangement while discouraging competition from larger institutional providers, only one 
teacher cooperative has been established. 

 
• Among the different models, the home schooling/distance learning model has the potential to take 

advantage of state-of-the-art information technology to implement the most far-reaching changes  in 
the delivery of education. This model also appears to address the fast-growing consumer interest in 
home instruction. 

 
• Given the enormous potential, the great majority of regular public schools have shown little interest 

in converting into charter schools.  The successes of notable exceptions, such as the Vaughn Next 
Century Learning Center in California, highlight the fact that few of the tens of thousands of 
currently eligible schools have sought charter status. One possible explanation is that the typical, 
bureaucratic assignment of school staff may have severely limited the potential of such schools to 
agree on the type of bold and cohesive plan for reform that constitutes a charter application. 

 
Idiosyncratic provisions in charter statutes—sometimes explicit limits—constrain the potential of some 
models. The model affected most severely by such restrictions has been the home schooling/distance 
learning model, which represents the boldest change from the current delivery of public education and 
has so far been limited to California. Charter statutes with fewer characteristics of effective charter 
policies have also had particularly negative consequences for other models—such as business-operated 
schools—that represent the greatest departure from the status quo and thus face the greatest political 
hurdles. 
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PP aa rr tt   66   

TThhee  FFeeaattuurreess  ooff  EEffffeeccttiivvee  CChhaarrtteerr  
RReeffoorrmm  PPoolliicciieess  

ive years of experience with 26 charter statutes and at least 475 charter schools enable us to draw 
informed lessons about the design and implementation of effective charter-based reforms. Based 
on these lessons, we make recommendations in both the policy and political arenas for 
policymakers interested in charter schools.  

 

AA..  CChhaarrtteerr  PPoolliiccyy  FFrraammeewwoorrkk  
 
Though commonly described using only the “charter” term, the basic policy framework of charter 
reforms may best be understood as consisting of two distinct components:  
 
• a charter guaranteeing independence; and  
• a contract establishing performance-based outcomes for accountability.  
 
In practice, these components are merged into a single policy instrument in all of the five states profiled 
in this report, as well as in other states with charter laws. But it is useful to consider each separately in 
order to understand their individual implications as well as how the two interact. 
 
The charter guarantees the school's operational independence as an entity in its own right. Though some 
charter statutes fall short, the charter principle calls for true, legal independence, since a lower level of 
autonomy encourages confusion and, in any case, could already be granted by school districts without 
such statutes. In addition, the fact that school districts have not already given schools such leeway (and 
usually choose not to do so even when encouraged in charter legislation), explains why charter reforms 
are necessary in the first place. Further, the school does not simply become an arm of the chartering 
authority, instead maintaining its operational independence. The charter also defines important limits of 
that independence, such as prohibiting the school from charging tuition or requiring admission policies 
that are open to all. 
 
A performance-based contract or agreement forms the second policy component. The agreement lays out 
performance criteria that protect the public interest, ensuring that public funds achieve their purpose and 
are accounted for. Consistent with the independent status granted by the charter component, the actual 
performance agreement avoids prescribing in detail the manner in which the service—public education—

F 
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is to be provided. Contractual obligations identify education results to be evaluated at the end of the 
agreement. Other terms, which are kept to a minimum in the contract, might address such things as fiscal 
malfeasance, actions necessary to arrange funding transfers and public information to assist parents in 
choosing among schools. In cases of fraud or gross violations of the contract, a chartering entity is 
responsible for intervening immediately and may even revoke the agreement and close down the school. 
 
Because both of these policy components are implemented through a single charter mechanism, the terms 
“charter” and “agreement” are sometimes used interchangeably in state authorizing statutes (though it is 
preferable for the term “charter” to be defined clearly in a statute as addressing both purposes). Each 
function, however, is important and distinct, capturing the dual nature of charter schools. Thus, a 
“charter” identifies an independent, accountable entity eligible to receive public funds for the purpose of 
providing public education. 
 

BB..  LLeeggaall  SSttaattuuss  ooff  CChhaarrtteerr  SScchhoooollss  
 
No single approach establishes the legal status of charter schools, but if we consider the range of state 
reform statutes and policies, important common themes emerge. A charter school may best be understood 
as a provider of public education operating within the charter policy framework (as these two concepts 
have been analyzed and defined in this study). 
 
Thus, a key issue in designing or evaluating any charter statute is the legal status of authorized charter 
schools. The most-basic starting test is whether authorized charter schools constitute independent legal 
entities separate from the regional school district. Laws that do not provide independence provide the 
appearance of reform without enacting true structural changes. Even without such laws, which also 
typically limit charter sponsorship to the local school board, school districts have always possessed the 
authority to start schools or educational programs that remain a part of them. Establishing detailed 
groundrules for what school districts have always been able to do is more akin to regulating internal 
district affairs than enacting true, charter-based reforms. 
 
State charter statutes that meet minimum empirical standards of effectiveness in permitting the creation of 
charter schools but that don't adequately address legal independence, such as California and Colorado, 
have resulted in much confusion as well as practical difficulties. In California, autonomy is negotiated 
with the local board deciding to approve a charter petition, with the result that very few of the charter 
schools have been able to win such freedom. California charter schools that remain part of the local 
district continue to be bound by burdensome collective-bargaining provisions, and often district 
contracting procedures and other aspects of the local district bureaucracy as well. Colorado charter 
schools remain part of the local district while gaining an ambiguous autonomy. In addition to the limits 
imposed on the schools, even supportive administrators in Colorado have noted some of the practical 
difficulties that this structure creates for the district, such as legal liability for a semi-autonomous charter 
school's actions. 
 
While many charter advocates have pointed to the importance of legal independence for charter schools, 
relatively little attention has been paid to the issue of what that legal status should be. Several states that 
grant legal independence to charter schools—including Arizona, Massachusetts and Michigan—define 
charter schools as government agencies like regular public schools. At the same time, these three states 
permit a broad range of individuals and groups, including private for-profit and nonprofit corporations, to 
apply to establish charter schools. The resulting inconsistency may eventually result in legal and other 
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types of confusion regarding the status of charter schools in these jurisdictions. So far, the greater 
difficulty resulting from such provisions has been the application of numerous state laws and regulations 
that bind the new charter schools. In Michigan, for example, over 40 state regulations applicable to 
government agencies, ranging from “whistle-blower” protections to expensive “prevailing-wage” 
contract mandates are applicable to charter schools because the legislation defines them as government 
agencies.  
 
While such requirements may or may not be ideally suited for local district bureaucracies, most are 
inappropriate for charter schools. One might even ask what the point is of attempting to withdraw the 
exclusive right of old entities to offer public education if the new entities, including private businesses, 
are directed to offer it under constraints similar to the old ones. Charter schools shift the focus of public 
education away from institutional constraints and towards results for students. In order to seek out 
superior ways of providing public education, providers ought to be able to take full advantage of their 
potential to offer quality service. In the charter policy framework, accountability is maintained through 
the performance-based contract with a governmental chartering entity. 
 
Other states have demonstrated that there is no need to establish charter schools as government agencies 
or regulate them as such. Charter schools in Minnesota are required to establish themselves as public 
nonprofit corporations or teacher cooperatives, but are treated “as if” they were school districts only for 
certain purposes listed in the statute. The federal charter bill for the District of Columbia states that 
“public charter schools” are simply “publicly funded” schools that comply with the statute, including 
requirements that the successful charter applicants establish themselves as nonprofit corporations, charge 
no tuition, and admit students on a random basis. More explicitly, the federal bill notes that charter 
schools are not D.C. public schools or even part of the D.C. government. Each charter school established 
in North Carolina is administered as a “private nonprofit corporation.” Charter schools in Florida may 
choose to be either “public” or “private” nonprofit corporations, but in either case must satisfy the 
requirement of offering education that is free to the public as well as being accountable to a public 
agency. 
 
In fact, it is unclear whether there are any advantages to defining charter schools as nonprofit 
corporations. Minnesota's New Country School is providing public education even though it is managed 
by a teacher cooperative. The Boston Renaissance Charter School is similarly offering public education 
even though it contracts with The Edison Project for all academic services. In Arizona, state officials 
have even encouraged interested religious organizations to apply, as long as the schools would be 
operated in a nonsectarian manner in compliance with state law. Similarly, while a nonprofit structure 
appears to have some advantages, such as an ability to raise private donations, there is no reason for a 
state to mandate or endorse any particular legal structure or legal status. 
 
Recommendations regarding the legal status of charter schools: 
 

• Charter statutes should specify clearly that charter schools constitute separate legal entities, free to 
reach decisions on their own on crucial features such as collective bargaining/union agreements and 
curriculum. 

• Charter schools should not be defined in law as government agencies, nor limited to particular types 
of legal entities.  
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CC..  CChhaarrtteerr  SScchhooooll  GGoovveerrnnaannccee  
 
Apart from prescribing the legal status of charter schools, many authorizing statutes contain idiosyncratic 
provisions restricting internal school matters such as governance. The most-common provisions 
addressing governance require some type of governing board (e.g., “board of trustees” or “board of 
directors”), sometimes even mandating various types of representation that must be present on such 
boards.  
 
Highly specific mandates can be onerous, substantially limiting interest among potential applicants and 
the potential of charter reforms. Minnesota's requirement that teachers teaching at the school form at least 
51 percent of a charter school's board severely limits outside interest in starting such schools, particularly 
among institutional applicants such as community organizations or businesses. This narrow view of 
charter schools also effectively prohibits larger, multi-site organizations from operating charter schools, 
without any evidence that such larger organizations would do a less-effective job as providers. 
 
But even the basic assumption that such a site-based governing board is necessary appears to be without 
foundation. Different governance requirements appropriate to different legal structures—including 
nonprofit corporations, businesses, and cooperatives—are already addressed in existing laws that regulate 
the establishment of such organizations. Most states that design prescriptive governance arrangements 
appear to assume that charter schools are likely to be managed in a manner similar to most independent 
private schools. But we have already seen several charter providers manage several school sites with the 
aim of achieving educational and financial benefits as a result. Requiring separate governing boards for 
each school site can muddle lines of authority and accountability for the operation of the schools.55 Such 
arrangements unnecessarily burden multi-site providers since they must establish “governing” bodies for 
each school. 
 
Public authorities gain nothing as a result of such inflexible arrangements. The agency granting the 
charter could just as easily—in fact more easily—hold accountable the organization directly managing a 
school rather than overseeing different governing bodies for various sites. Once a state has made the 
decision to permit a diversity of applicants, as have most states with effective statutes, there is simply no 
reason to insist on a particular governance structure other than to simply require that providers comply 
with existing state regulations governing such organizations. 
 
Recommendations regarding provisions on school governance or internal school structure: 
 
• Charter statutes should not prescribe a single governance structure for all charter schools on the 

assumption that any particular arrangement is appropriate for all charter schools. 
 
• Instead, the internal structure and governance of individual schools should be determined by the 

charter applicants, as appropriate to their plans and their approach to management. 
 
 
 

                                                           
5555    IInn  oonnee  ccaassee,,  aa  ddeeeeppllyy  ddiivviiddeedd  bbooaarrdd,,  ppuuppoorrtteeddllyy  rreessppoonnssiibbllee  ffoorr  oovveerrsseeeeiinngg  aa  sscchhooooll  tthhaatt  iiss  aaccttuuaallllyy  bbeeiinngg  mmaannaaggeedd  bbyy  aann  

oorrggaanniizzaattiioonn  llooccaatteedd  iinn  aa  ddiiffffeerreenntt  ssttaattee,,  ccaauusseedd  aann  eennoorrmmoouuss  ddiivveerrssiioonn  ooff  ttiimmee  aanndd  eenneerrggyy  oonn  tthhee  ppaarrtt  ooff  tthhoossee  aaccttuuaallllyy  
mmaannaaggiinngg  tthhee  sscchhooooll..  
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DD..  CChhaarrtteerr  AApppprroovvaallss,,  RReenneewwaallss,,  aanndd  RReevvooccaattiioonnss  
 
In addition to legal status and governance of charter schools, the mechanism for approval, renewal, or 
revocation of charters is the next most important feature of charter statutes. As many charter advocates 
have noted, restricting chartering authority to local school districts is a fundamental flaw in some charter 
statutes. With few exceptions, local school districts view the schools they manage (i.e., regular public 
schools) as “their” schools. Districts resist creation of schools initiated by outsiders that the districts do 
not control (i.e., due to charter schools). The success of charter schools is viewed as a negative reflection 
on the abilities of district leaders, rather than as an alternative mechanism for  offering public education 
to district residents. In fact, no statute that limits chartering authority entirely to local school districts has 
been effective in authorizing substantial numbers of charter schools. 
 
For many of the same reasons, requiring charter applicants to apply first to local districts while limiting 
further options to an appeals process has also not worked well. Some states that have such a mechanism, 
including California, Colorado, and (for most of its charter program's existence) Minnesota, have 
managed to charter a significant number of schools. Even in these states, however, important negative 
consequences have resulted from this limitation. Charter applicants must sometimes expend scarce time 
and resources in efforts to persuade unresponsive local districts. State entities are prone to defer to local 
judgment in such decisions and seldom overturn denials except in unusual circumstances. Many potential 
applicants, especially less well-connected ones, aren't willing to subject themselves to such an uncertain, 
and often arbitrary, process.  
 
Further, numerous cases exist of school boards misusing their power to dominate the chartering process 
in such states by requiring that charter schools—as a condition of approval—pay the district substantial 
sums of money each year. Often, such arrangements involve the district providing the charter school with 
assorted administrative services that the charter school could have obtained at less expense and higher 
quality from other providers. Even in cases where charter schools have been unable to identify any such 
services that they could possibly use, districts have sometimes required them to then hand over scarce 
dollars in exchange for charter approval. In Minnesota, even though schools are deemed separate legal 
entities, one small school was required to make annual payments of tens of thousands of dollars each year 
to the district as a condition for receiving its charter. In Colorado, where the statute includes a well-
intentioned requirement that at least 80 percent of education funds flow to charter schools, many districts 
have interpreted this to mean that they have a right to 20 percent of charter school funds.  
 
In California, a similarly district-dominated chartering process has resulted in a disproportionately large 
number of the charters being granted to schools initiated by, or closely aligned with, district authorities. 
For example, instead of being initiated by qualified outsiders in a competitive process, most of 
California's home-instruction charters were previously district  programs. As charters, however, 
California home-instruction programs are able to bring in substantial state revenue; such programs must 
still compete across district lines to provide a service that many parents are seeking. 
 
States that have permitted charter applicants to file directly with chartering entities other than school 
boards, including Arizona, Michigan, and Massachusetts, have fared better. There are no cases of charter 
schools being required to pay large financial sums or to give up aspects of their independence in 
exchange for their existence. The atmosphere among reformers appears to be less bitter and contentious 
and more focused on the potential of creating innovative learning opportunities.  
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Not all chartering mechanisms have worked equally well. Moreover, even the same types of chartering 
entities have been far more effective in some states than in others. For example, universities have not, at 
least so far, been effective chartering authorities in Minnesota, even though such a mechanism has been 
the mainstay of the Michigan charter school program. A fundamental goal then, in identifying or creating 
chartering entities, is to establish at least one chartering entity that views charter schools as a core part of 
its institutional mission. To the degree possible, the charter approval process should focus on merit and 
not extraneous political considerations. Local school districts alone fail these tests.  
 
Higher-education institutions, however, also do not normally view charter approvals as central to their 
mission; in Michigan, the success of the charter schools program is due primarily to the extraordinary 
role played by one institution in particular, Central Michigan University (CMU). The commitment of the 
CMU governing board to this program, even in the face of political pressure by local districts and unions 
that have threatened to bar CMU student teachers, is highly atypical (though CMU's early success has 
spurred some interest by other Michigan universities in the program). Designating the state board of 
education as a chartering entity has worked well in Arizona and appears to be working well in Delaware. 
But the degree to which any approach that relies on existing institutions is effective is likely to vary 
among states, depending on the particular political, institutional, and other local idiosyncrasies of the 
entities chosen. The chartering mechanism most likely to be effective, however, is the establishment of a 
new entity whose focus is charter schools.  Among the states profiled in this report, Arizona and 
Massachusetts have taken such an approach, while the new federal charter statute for the District of 
Columbia also adopts such a mechanism.  
 
Just as fundamental to the integrity of the approval process, is its protection from arbitrary or narrow 
political considerations. That means protection from opponents with a self-interest in limiting 
competition, such as stakeholders in existing district schools. But it can also mean protection from 
“supporters.”  For example, one state elected official that has been a vociferous advocate of the concept 
has inserted electoral calculations into decisions to approve charter applications. Yet a key purpose of 
charter school reforms is to reduce such extraneous considerations and focus attention on providing 
quality education for students.  
 
In addition to political insulation of the chartering entity, it may be helpful to establish merit-based 
criteria for decisions to approve, renew, or revoke charters. Most states have included such criteria, 
though few have required chartering entities to make decisions on the basis of those criteria. A 
noteworthy exception is the new legislation in North Carolina, which states that chartering entities that 
find that applicants have satisfied such conditions “shall” be approved.  
 
The criteria used for charter decisions relating to renewal or revocation may be even more important. 
Few would tolerate schools being shut down as a result of political considerations. Alternative chartering 
entities assist charter applicants in trying to avoid such problems, but charter renewals and revocations 
are entirely up to the entity that approved the charter. RAND analyst Marc Dean Millot notes that, 
“Autonomy is undermined where approving authorities have the right to terminate a charter school for 
reasons unrelated to the school's success in carrying out its educational mission.”56 Thus, for renewals 
and revocations, Millot recommends judicial review. Recent amendments to the federal statute for the 
District of Columbia, for example, contain such provisions. 
 
Recommendations regarding the design of procedures for charter approval, renewal, and revocation: 
                                                           

5566  MMaarrcc  DDeeaann  MMiilllloott,,  AAuuttoonnoommyy,,  AAccccoouunnttaabbiilliittyy,,  aanndd  tthhee  VVaalluueess  ooff  PPuubblliicc  EEdduuccaattiioonn,,  RRAANNDD  CCoorrppoorraattiioonn,,  IInnssttiittuuttee  ffoorr  
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• Charter statutes should create new state chartering entities, or designate state boards for this 
purpose, with the aim of establishing chartering entities that view the approval of quality charter 
schools as central to their core mission. Approvals of charter applications by local boards of 
education should be reviewed by the state. 

 

• To the extent possible, those deciding charter approvals, renewals and revocations should be 
insulated from direct influence by elected officials. 

 

• Charter statutes should establish merit criteria for decisions to approve, renew, or revoke charters. 
 

• Charter statutes should require that charter decisions, especially renewals and revocations, be made 
exclusively on the basis of established merit criteria.  

 

• Decisions regarding charter renewal or revocation should be subject to judicial review. 
 

EE..  PPuubblliicc  EEdduuccaattiioonn  FFuunnddiinngg  aanndd  CChhaarrtteerr  SScchhoooollss  
 
Public education policies that still apply to charter schools, especially public education funding, must be 
rethought. While state policies governing public education funding vary enormously from state to state, a 
starting proposition is that funding for charter schools should not flow through (often hostile) local 
districts. Further, charter provisions that prevent the transfer of funds from local levies (beyond state-
mandated foundation levels) to charter schools, as in Minnesota, have the effect of reducing public 
education spending per student as charter schools attract students not previously served by public 
education. Even so, total statewide education spending may go up, since such students, including those 
previously enrolled in private or home schools, increase the total number of students. 
 
Technical changes to public-education funding can be critical as well. Often small schools operating 
within tight budgetary margins, charters are highly dependent on regular payments that accurately reflect 
their student enrollment. Most funding formulas have traditionally been operated in a looser fashion, 
sometimes even lagging a full year in adjusting for changes to enrollment. As a result of charter reforms, 
Arizona is planning on shifting to “real-time,” monthly funding by incorporating modern information 
technology  (an idea that had been discussed for years but which has only now gained urgency). State 
funding and administration of special education may have to be reexamined as well. Many charter 
schools are too small to handle the chance costs of disproportionate numbers of severely disabled 
students. 
 
Recommendations regarding public education funding: 
 

• Complex policy and technical issues relating to public education financing—including the design of 
funding formulas and the timing and manner of payments—must be rethought in light of charter 
reforms. 

 

• States should establish direct state funding of charter schools at a level equivalent to the average of 
all state and local expenditures, including both operating and capital revenues. 

 

• States should ensure that charter schools have access to adequate public or private capital for 
facility and other major up-front costs that require long-term repayment schedules. States can either 
authorize long-term (15-year) charters that permit typical facility-repayment schedules or establish 
a process for charter schools to obtain equivalent public loan guarantees or credit enhancements. 



  
  

                        CCHHAARRTTEERR  SSCCHHOOOOLL  IINNNNOOVVAATTIIOONNSS                                3377

PP aa rr tt   77   

TThhee  PPoolliittiiccaall  CCoonntteexxtt  ooff  CChhaarrtteerr  
RReeffoorrmmss  

t is difficult to overstate the political dimensions of enacting and implementing successful charter 
reforms. Effective statutes involve rewriting basic groundrules for public education, while innovative 
charter schools challenge outdated assumptions about a single way to deliver such education. “This is 
a long-term battle,” notes Themba Sadiki of the Harriet Tubman Waldorf School in San Diego. 

“These are direct hits on the long-term power structure.”57 
 
Organized groups with a strong stake in the traditional system of public education have engaged in a 
range of tactics to prevent real change. Some statutes, for example, appear to have been designed to fail, 
such as the Arkansas statute pushed through the legislature by the Arkansas Education Association. Such 
efforts seem aimed at deflecting and reducing the pressure for more fundamental reform. At least so far, 
not a single ineffective charter statute has been improved legislatively to the point where a substantial 
number of charter schools can result.  
 
In some cases where a statute meets minimal levels of effectiveness, small improvements have been 
successfully enacted at a later date, including in Minnesota and Arizona. In other states with such 
statutes, such as California and Massachusetts, key legislative defeats have severely impacted charter 
programs. In Massachusetts, the inability to raise a low statewide cap of 25 schools has temporarily 
brought the charter effort to a standstill. Such caps can be particularly difficult to remove, since caps may 
be reached at about the same time that groups opposed to charters awaken to the full competitive 
potential of charter schools. On the other hand, the success of new schools under a statute with 
significant limits on further growth, such as the cap in the Massachusetts law, may engage previously 
uninvolved or neutral parties to advocate reform. 
 
State or local charter reformers negotiating charter provisions can benefit from the experience of national 
experts and knowledgeable individuals from other states.  Some requests by charter opponents or skeptics 
that may sound reasonable can have a major adverse impact on the success of charter programs. The 
National Education Association recently launched a $1.5 million national initiative to improve its 
understanding of charter reforms while supporting initiatives that conform to workplace rules and 
assumptions of the current system. 
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Enacting meaningful charter reforms is often a difficult, hard-fought process. Business groups, which 
often advocate improved educational results, are not always willing to weigh in when it comes to reforms 
disliked by the education establishment, including meaningful charter reforms. In Washington state, 
reformers have so far been unsuccessful in pushing the legislature to enact charter school reforms. A far-
reaching ballot initiative sponsored by two parents, Jim and Fawn Spady, was defeated on November 5, 
1996. A united education establishment heavily out-spent and out-organized the Spadys and won the 
public relations war, while reform-minded corporate leaders advocate only non-controversial measures, 
such as published academic goals for students.  
 
Apart from the inequality of resources and organization between the two groups, the ballot inititiative 
also suffered from a split among charter proponents that further weakened support for the measure. The 
nature of the “charter” envisioned by the ballot initiative lacked the performance-contract feature typical 
in most charter statutes,  and was instead more akin to a simple license. Some national charter advocates 
labeled the proposal as more akin to a voucher plan and publicly distanced themselves from it. 
Ultimately, critics’ portrayal of the charter initiative as a disguised, but radical, voucher plan appeared to 
sway worried voters. As a result, the same proportion of voters cast their ballots against the charter 
initiative as against the school choice proposal on the same ballot—66 percent opposed both. 
 
Conscious, or even unconscious, practices by reform advocates can limit political success. In some 
southeastern states, a tradition of consensus politics appears to be making enactment of charter reforms 
more difficult, since establishment interests are certain to object. Even in other states without such 
traditions, a political decision to seek endorsement by establishment groups unsurprisingly results in 
weakened reforms. In New Jersey, a commitment to secure the endorsement of the New Jersey Education 
Association resulted in a bill with more restrictive provisions than were likely to be required to simply 
pass a reform bill. As a result of such provisions as guaranteed tenure for teachers, wage restrictions 
(including a ceiling, as well as floor, for teacher salaries) and other politically driven regulations and 
prohibitions, it remains an open question whether a substantial number of effective charter schools will 
result in that state. The president of the New Jersey Education Association has indicated that he expects 
not more than a handful of charter schools to result over the lifetime of the bill, a far cry from the 135 
charter schools explicitly sanctioned in the legislation. In the first year, the state commissioner found that 
only 17 applications statewide merited approval. 
 
In such a contentious arena, the single most-valuable ingredient for enacting and implementing 
successful charter reforms has been committed political leadership. Michigan Gov. John Engler has 
played an essential role in supporting charter applicants as well as encouraging chartering authorities to 
fulfill their responsibilities. In Colorado, given the significant limitations of the authorizing statute, it is 
doubtful whether the charter movement could have advanced as far as it has without the ongoing support 
and advocacy of Gov. Roy Romer. Identifying and engaging such leaders may well be the most important 
task facing the charter reform movement. 
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CCoonncclluussiioonn  

he effectiveness of charter schools in improving the educational choices available to students and 
their parents is dependent on crucial, often highly technical features of the charter statutes. Based 
on the experience of charter schools over the last five years, seven key features of effective charter 
statutes can be identified. These include features that: 

• Allow charter schools to be fully independent, diverse legal entities and avoid prescriptions for their 
internal governance or management; 

• Provide charter schools with a blanket waiver, including waivers for state statutes and regulations 
other than ones addresssing performance-based goals and assessments or health, safety, and civil 
rights, or education and administrative certification requirements; 

• Create new independent charter-approving entities, such as a state charter board, or authorize 
existing state entities, such as a state board of education, to approve charters. Charters approved by 
local school boards should be subject to state review. 

• Protect the integrity of the charter-approving process by insulating charter-approving entities from 
political influence and requiring that decisions be made on the basis of clear and objective criteria. 

• Establish direct state funding of charter schools at a level equivalent to the average of all state and 
local expenditures, including both operating and capital revenues. 

• Ensure that charter schools have access to adequate public or private capital for facility and other 
major up-front costs that require long-term repayment schedules.  Either authorize long-term (15-
year) charters that permit typical facility repayment schedules or establish a process for charter 
schools to obtain equivalent public loan guarantees or credit enhancements. 

• Avoid limiting provisions that treat charter schools as “lighthouse” or “experimental” schools rather 
than as fundamental reform, such as an overall cap on the number of charter schools. 
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AAppppeennddiixx  

State Year 
Enacted 

Statutory Cite Number of 
Charters in 
Operation 

(1995) 

Number of 
Charters in 
Operation 
(11/96) 

Arizona 1994 §§15-181-189 69 164 
California 1992 CA Education Code §§47600-47616 86 109 
Massachusetts 1993 MGL Cha. 71, §89 15 22 
Michigan 1993 MI Public Acts 362, 373 [SB 849], 

351 [HB 5583] 
42 76 

Minnesota 1991 §3[120.064], §43[124.248] 16 19 
Alaska 1995 Title 14, Ch. 3, Art. 2 0 3 
Arkansas 1995 §6-10-116 0 0 
Colorado 1992 §§22-30.5-101-114 26 32 
Connecticut 1996 Title 10, Ch. 172, §10-264 0 0 
District of Columbia 1996 Law 11-135, Act 11-243 0 1 
Delaware 1995 Title 14, Ch. 5 0 2 
Florida 1996 Title 36, Ch. 623.02 0 6 
Georgia 1993 §20-2-255 3 10 
Hawaii 1994 HRS §302A-101, HRS §307-3.5 1 2 
Illinois 1996 105 ILCS 5/27A-1 0 1 
Kansas 1994 Ch. 72, Art. 19 0 0 
Louisiana 1995 Title 17, Ch. 42, §3973 0 3 
New Hampshire 1995 Title 15, Ch. 194-B 0 0 
New Jersey 1996 c. 426, PL 1995 0 0 
New Mexico 1993 §§22-8A-1 - 22-8-15 4 5 
North Carolina 1996 Article 16, Part 6A, 115C-238.29A-J 0 0 
Rhode Island 1995 Title 16, Ch. 77, §16-77-1 0 0 
South Carolina 1996 Act 447, HB 4443 0 0 
Texas 1995 Ch. 12A, §§12.001-12.118 0 16 
Wisconsin 1993 Wis. Laws 16, §118.4 6 9 
Wyoming 1995 Title 21, Ch. 3, Art. 2 0 0 
TOTALS   269 480 
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