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Preface 

Th.is report provides findings from a study titled "How Are School Districts Responding 
to Charter Laws and Chaner Schools?" This research aimed co identify: (1) the impact of 
charter schools on school districts; (2) the ways school districts had responded; and 
(3) whether districts had experienced systemic change as a result of charter laws and the 
opening of charter schools. 

The study was conducted in 1997, six years inro the nation's experiment with charter 
schools. It focused on eight states and the District of Columbia and included case srudies 
of 25 school districts affected by charter schools. This research was funded by The Saint Paul 
Foundation and was hosted by Policy Analysis for California Education (PACE), an indepen­
dent research unit of the Universiry of California at Berkeley. The study's investigator was 
Eric Rofes. 

Highlights 

Overview 

• This study is the first published empirical research aimed at documenting the effects of 
chaner school laws and c.he opening of charter schools on public school districts. The 
overall effects are a result of complex interactions between lhe impact of charter laws 
and charter schools on a district and tl1e responses by that cl.istrict. The srudy's goal 
was to examine I.he impact. analyze ways in which school districts were responding or 
not responding, and assess the overall effects of this new reform initiative. 

Charter Impact 

• This study revealed the following primary impacts: (1) the loss of students and often an 
accompanying loss of financing; (2) the loss of a particular kind of student to niche­
focused charter schools; (3) the departure of significant numbers of disgruntled parents; 
(4) shif1s in staff rnoraJc; (5) tJ1e redistribution of some central office administrators' 
time and increased challenges predicting student enrollment and planning grade-level 
placement. 

• Of the 25 case-study districts in this research study, almosl half (12 or 48%) had experi­
enced cirJ1er strong (five or 20%) or moderate (seven or 28%) impact from charter schools 
and slighlly more than haJf (13 or 52%) had experienced either no impact (nine or 36%) 
or mild impact (four or 16%). Large urban d.isrricts had experienced significantly Jess 
impact from charters than rural, suburban, and small urban ctisoiccs. 
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• Typically, school dis1ricts had not responded with swift. dramacic irnprovemen1s ;H the 
time of chis sn1d}. The majority of districts had gone about business-as-usual and 
responded 10 charters slowly and in small ways. Almost one quarter of I.he disnicts 
studied (24 %] had responded en ·rge tjcally co the advent of charters and significantly 
altered their cducarional programs. 

• Charter laws and charter schools stimulated certain kinds of changes and bring about 
certain kinds of effects and not others in traditional public schools and school districts. 
Several moderate- and high-response districts had made changes in their cd11ca1 inn al 
offerings as a rnsult of charters. 

• Certain innovarions hypothesized by 1he srudy's investigator had rarely occurred: few 
superintendents, principals, and teachers in disrric1 schools were thinking of charter 
schools as educational laboratories or were attempting to transfer pedagogical innova­
tions from chart ers to the distri ct schools; districts were still building large school facil­
ities and were rarely creating smaller schools; the large urban districts srudied rarely 
had responded in meaningful ways to charter laws and charter schools. 

Analyaio 

• The districts in this study which had experienced high levels ofirnpacc usually exhibited 
responses 10 charters, though not n ecessarily at a high level; districts which had experi­
enced !m-11 levels of impact generally exhibited low levels of response or no response at all. 

• Districts which exhibited the greates t response to charters had not necessarily experienced 
high levels of impact; other fa ct ors appeared to account for lhe response. Districts 
which exhibited the lowest response 10 charters generally had experienced no, low, or 
moderate impact. 

• A variety of factors other lhan the nature and degree of impact seemed to contribute 10 
school district response to charrers, including the overall ecology of school choice in rhe 
district, student performance, a criricaJ mass of charters in the area, community aware­
ness of chart ers, and district leadership. 

• Charter laws and chaner schools may have contributed to statewide refom1 efforts chat had 
no formal connect ion to charters , such as new sysrems of school accountability, drives for 
site-based management, and changes in school financing pracrices. 

Background 
f-rom J99J 1hrough 1997, 29 states ond lhe District of Columbia approved legislacion tl1at 

allows for the formntion of charter schools. Charter laws vary from state to state and charter 
schools vary widely even within sint es. Essent.ially charters are schools formed by piircnts; 
teachers , and/or community members who collaboracivcly determiner.he school's srrncture .. 
mission, and curricular focus. Depending on the srntc law, they are gr;uucd a ch arc er by local 
school rus tricts, s tat n or county boards of education, public universities, or 01hcr o ffk ial bodies 
deemed appropriate as chaner spo11sors. Chaner laws essentially allow entities other than 
the school distric t to start and operate a public school. This usually occurs with approval of 
the local school boa rd but half the states with charter laws also allow some other publk body 
to sponsor chart ers. 

Charter schools a re provided wich public financing, are usually freed from many state 
and d istrict laws and regulations. and .ire governed by the terrns and conditions set forrh in 
their charter. In exchange for frl'edom from many formal regulations, t.he ch arte r gcncra\\y 
commits lhe school 10 specific srudent outcomes and various other objectives. The school is 
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granted a charter for a specific term-often five years-and may apply for renewal, at which 
point the chartering body assesses the school's success in meeting its objectives. 

Advocates have argued that charter schools wiU improve public education in the United 
States in a variety of ways: (1) by providing quality educational programs and improved 
academic achievement for the students in the charter school; (2) by offering families the 
opportunity to exercise educational choice within public education; (3) by generating inno­
vative pedagogical methods which district schools may then adopt; (4) by providing district 
school boards with an opponunity to create new and different schools; (5) by creating incen­
tives for district boards to improve their schools and school districts. 

Since 1993, a variety of research efforts have been directed towards charter laws and 
charter schools. Almost all of these studies have focused on ihe charter school; investigating 
school characteristics, student populations, student achievement, and organizational dynam­
ics.' Perhaps because the initiative has been in a start-up phase, only a few researchers have 
examined emerging rela1ionships becv:een charter schools and other public schools or the 
dynamics created within school districrs once charters have been proposed or developed in 
the area.z 

Research Questions and Approach 

This study focused entirely on ways chaner schools and the development of chaner legis­
lation may have affected neighboring school districts and addressed the following questions: 

• Are charter schools having an impac1 on public school districts? If so, what kinds of impacts 
are occurring in school districts and at what level ofintensicy are these impacts being 
experienced? How are these impacts affecting the climates and cultures of nearby 
schools and school districts? Hovv arc they affecting the communities in which charters 
are situated? 

• What have districts done differently from what they would have had charter schools not 
entered the picture? What has changed in their delivery of educational services? 

• What factors spur traditional public schools and school districts to respond 10 charter laws 
and charter schools in ways that bring about improved educational opportunities for 
students who are not attending charter schools? If the effecc of charter Jaws is to cause 
innovation, through what mechanisms docs this occur? 

To answer these questions, this study examined the ways school districts have experi­
enced and responded to the development of charter laws and charter schools. The study 
focused on 25 school districts in eight states (Arizona, California, Colorado, Georgia, 
Massachusetts, Michigan, Minneso1a, Wisconsin) and the District of Columbia. States were 
selected thal had at least two years experience with charter schools. An attempt was made 10 

include states with restrictive Jaws which generally allow only school districts 10 serve as the 
chaner's sponsor (California, Georgia, Wisconsin) as well as non-restrictive laws which provide 
for more than one chartering authority (Arizona, Colorado, Massachusetts, Michigan, Minne­
sota, and the District of Columbia). The scudy deliberately included a random mix of urban, 
mral, and suburban districts in which charter schools were situated. 

Over 200 interviews were conducted for this study, primarily with district superincendenrs 
and cemra! office administrators, principals and teachers in traditional public schools, and 
charter school administrators, founders, and advocates. People with nationaJ and statewide 
perspectives, including representatives of unions and school employee associations, public 
officials, directors of charter school resource centers, joumaJists, and public policy analysts, 
were also interviewed. Face-to-face interviews were held with over 75% of the informants in 
this study; the remaining interviews occurred during telephone conversations and through 
correspondence by letter and e-mail. A range of documents from school districts, individual 
charter and traditional public schools, local communities, and state departments of educa­
tion were collected and analyzed as well as an extensive collection of newspaper anicles 
focused on chaner schools. 



This s1udy focused on the interaction 
bcr.veen school districts and charter 
schools and examined che Impact of 
charters on school districts, the rei1pon,1e,1 
of school distrk1s to charter laws and 
charter schools, and the overall cbbecr6 or 
repercuMion<1 of charter school laws on 
school districrs. The primary unit of 
analysis \,as the school district because 
it is the disrrict that almost always has 
the power to determine whether or not 
changes occur in its schools. The pur­
pose of the study was to advance under­
standing of how districts have been 
affected by and responded to this initia­
tive. This study did not choose the char­
ter school as the unit of analysis and did 
not examfoc the impact of school dis­
rricts on charters and the responses of 
charters 10 school district action. These 
10pics, however worthy of examination, 
were outside the purview of th.is 
narrowly focused research effo11. 

A number of issues emerged during 
this project that bear on the study's find­
ings. First, It was not unusual for differ­
ent informants 10 provide different ex­
planations for how specific changes or 
educational innovallons came co be. 
Educational change is multi-factorial 
and emerges 0111 of a rich social, cultural, 
and political context. No attempt was 
made to prove causation in this stud~~ 
t.hus, specific innovations are linked to 
charters in this report only when district 
officials or school personnel from tradi­
tional public schools cxpllcitly acknowl­
edged 1J1e linkage. Furthermore, the 
various impacts of charter schools on 
school districts <.luring these early years 
of this reform Initiative often elicited 
strong reactions and polarized debates . 
Throughout this report, quorarions from 
interviews serve to exemplify key per­
specti\'es raised by several informants. 
The quotations were selected because 
they articulate an important and 
common viewpoint in a succinct and 
powerful manner. 

Second, this research observed 
policy effects at a fairly early stage in the 
dynamics which charter laws and charter 
schools may generate. The fieldwork for 
this study was conducted during 1997 
and the first few mon1hs of 1998 and I.he 
findings reflect the stalUs of district 

rcsronscs or 1/t/6 particular rime. Willie 
the eight siates studied ancl the District 
of Columbia have distinct charter school 
laws, during the time period of this study 
changes occurred regularly which affected 
1he research findings. Since the period 
s1udied, additional states have been con­
sidering and approving charier legislation. 
Stales witJ1 laws have been changing 
them In various ways . Chaner impacts 
and district responses vary not only 
geographically but also over time. This 
study ex;imlned one particular cross­
section of time in a frequently shlf!lng 
and evolving process. 

Third, the states and school districts 
In lhis scudy frequently offered a variety 
of programs involving public school 
choice (lncra-districc and inter-district 
enrollment, post-secondary options, 
magnet schools, vouchers, and others) . 
In districts with a rich menu of public 
school-choice options, informants were 
asked to distinguish which shifts or in­
novations were triggered or influenced 
primurily by charters. Nevertheless, It 
was of1en c.lifficult to untangle the differ­
ing options and attdbute specific changes 
in public education solely to charter 
schools, l.he focus of this study. 

l·ourth, this srudy focused on only 
25 school districts. While the investlga1or 
hoped a random selection of 25 school 
districts would prove represen1a1ive of 
the range of effects emerging our of th is 
initiative, the size of the sample meant 
that, in any single state, only a few 
districts affected by charters were studied. 
Hem:e tl1is repon is limited in its scope. 
Interviews with individuals with state­
wide perspecrjves were included In an 
attempt to broaden the smdy's frame 
of reference and distinguish benveen 
dynamics that were rypical and those 
that were highly unusual. While media 
and policy-oriented cLiscourses about 
chart er schools frequently seize on 
extreme examples or exceptional cases 
of individual charter schools "'destroying" 
or ''single-handedly reviving" public 
ccl11cntion, such a focus was not rhc 
intent of this study. The aim of this 
research project was to determine what 
1yplcnlly had been e:...-pcrienccd by dis­
tricts following the appearance of charter 
laws and the opening of charter schools. 

What impact are charters 
having on school districts? 

Ftndins 1 1: The impact of charters on 
school districts was manifested in five 
primary ways: (a} the loss of students 
and often an accompanying loss of 
financing; (b) the loss of a particular 
kind of student to niche-focused chaner 
schools; (c) the depanure of significam 
numbers of disgruntled parents; (dJ shifts 
in staff morale; (e) the redistribution or 
some central office administrators · time 
and increased challenges predicting 
student enrollment and planning grade­
level placement. 

(a) LoM, ob Studento and Financing 

1\ significnnt number of school 
districts had lost financing as srudents 
opted to attend charter schools. Many 
of the superintendents, principals and 
teachers interviewed in this study were 
confused, misinformed, or uninformed 
about whether their schools had lost 
financing or how much financing had 
been lost 10 charters. 

Shifts in financing are ar rhe core of 
many of the most contentious debates 
about charter schools and, in every state 
srud.ied, \iewpoints differed-often dra­
matically-about fiscal changes occurring 
due to charters . The limited nature of 
this research project did not allow for 
the kinds of analysis that would have 
determined acrual dollars redistributed 
due to charters or resolve opposing 
viewpoints about the shift of financing 
from traditional public schools to char­
ters. The disparate formulas utilized 
state by state in financing public schools 
make studying the finances surrounding 
chaner school initiatives extremely chal­
lenging. Other researchers arc srudying 
the complicated paths of financing char­
ter schools and their findings will greatly 
inform our understandings of the effects 
charters are having on school districts. 

This study examined percr?prionh of 
financing shifts experienced by individual 
public schools and school districts. Tran­
scripts of the interviews and an exarrtin­
ation of district documents revealed that 
fourteen of the disrric1s in 1his srudy 
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showed no significant signs of having lost financing to charter schools. These districts eKperi· 
enccd no "felt-loss" in financing. In 11 districts, some finaiicing was lost and in five of these 
districts, administrative personnel asserted their dis1rict had experienced significant losses in 
financing. This suggests that, at the point in the development ofrhis reform initiative during 
which the srndy took place, such examples may be the exception rather than the rule. 

One of the most interesting findings, however, was that school financing is so complicated 
that often high-level public school officials, including principals and superintendents, did not 
have a grasp on how chnrters had been affecting their fiscal resources. One Minnesota district's 
superintendent insisted they had experienced a financial loss but was unable to cicc program, 
personnel. or other cuts caused by the loss. In one Colorado district, the superincendenc asserted 
that financing had been lost at the middle school level, but neither the middle school principal 
nor a middle school teacher interviewed believed the school had lost financing. 

In one Massachusetts district, the principal and teacher interviewed insisted financing 
had been lost to charters and identified programs that had suffered or been cut.. The chaner 
school director cited a figure for how ruuch money had been lost by the local public school 
districL Yet the superintendent insisted no financing had been lost and that the state had 
fully reimbursed his district for tlle aliocations that had been directed to the charter school. 
\>Vhen asked to explain why, i.ffinancing had not been lost, staff in the district though! it had, 
the superintendent repl.icd: 

I'd 6ugge&t tilol perhap,1 typically the Leg[6lature 
0

6 ~ound a wuy to lea 1Je rile exrrenie rheloric 
hanging out rhcre and create a reality that'& aln10or 180 degreea tlie orhcr way. Becauu. in 
iact. we haven ·r loM a nickel. Tl1r Le5i6/a111re lla,1 iound wayo ro oupplcment our Mate aid .. .. 
/ get paid 10 u nderuand rhe n uaJ1eeo ot nor only public poli<y bur i11&1iturional culr11re. l\'hen­
ever I've met wll/1 Ille 1,c/1001'6 ftacu/fy /"ue eenainly been &rraigh rborward in any commcn/6 about 
the cliarter 1,ehool. but I haue al6D been willing lo emplla<">iie rho6e a&µecf6 that help ereare a 

culture of, pride ll1at wa,1 la.eking bit:e year& ago ... lb that mean& that we <lo Mme rub thumping 
wil!1011t exassrrnrin5 or diMorfing. but &imply e:"<ploir the competifil)e in rent ion oj lhe legi6· 
lrtture in crewing charier <">eliool&. well &o be ii. 

Some districts lose students and financing IO charter schools but did not experience a 
"felt-loss" because departing students were replaced by incoming students who were part of 
a rapidly growing school-age population. For instance, Denver lost some financing to charters 
but this was more than compensated for by a rising student popu.lalJon in the area. Queen 
Creek, Arizona. a rural district cast of Phoenix which was rapidly being converted to suburban 
status, lost studenrs and financing as students leh for a local charter, but this loss was balanced 
by an influx of an equal number of students whose families had recently settled in the area. 

Districts that had experienced a "felt-loss" in financing due to charters had coped in a 
variety of ways. Holland, Michigan, lost over $1 million and put off capital purchases and 
improvements but did not fire any staff members or eliminate positions. The loss here was 
felt most acutely in terms of tidiness and the condition of the buildings and grounds. Grand 
Rapids, Michigan, lost about S 12 million of their S 190 million budget and the district subse­
quently considered a bond issue to improve chat district's infrascrucmre. Mesa, Arizona, the 
largest district in that state. lose approximately 2,000 students to charters from the 70,000 in 
their school district, that resulced in a loss of bet\vcen $5 and $6 million out of a no neap ital 
budget of about $240 miUion. The district's finance director explained, 

Oiir diMrict i6 one where we otaH our dcho0/6 badecl upon a tormula u,rhich i6 determined hy 
rlie number oi 61udenl6. So. in e<1&ence. we·re a/Jo Mobbing tor 2.000 tewer Mude11l6. 60 1r"6 

not like we I06t $5 ro S6 million In re~·enue and we haven't /061 any expen~e alons w1111 iL 
We haue toot 60me (expeMcl. 

The "felt-loss" was often greatest in small and rural districts that may have had difficulty 
maintaining the basic infrastructure of the district if a significant port.ion of students entered 
local chaner schools. One comment which typified several informants' concerns was offered 
by a leader of a statewide association of school administrators. He explained the financing 
impact this way: 
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me diiteren riol impacr ob a charier Jc/loo/ on a b11d9ct ob a dmal/ di6'ricl id tar greater than ii 
i6 in 6ome o/, tlic larger diMricl1>. An1I it ha6 r/u• net ett ect where t'hc charter &c/100/ kid6 and 
parcn/6 take away more than th ei r ioir di1ore and l eave rhe re61 ob the /,:id& wir/J leM rc601irce& 
to ,1pe11d ... TJ1ere·6 a ba6/c in bra61nicture thar _you luwe to maintain 10 &en;e 1he balcrn ce 06 rile 
kid J. ]1161 becauu 3 0 kicl& lea ve doew·1 neceMarit_y rn eun rhor yott' trr !OM a teacil er. doe&n·r 
neceMarilj• mean rhat the coM ob the buHdiug i& any !eM or rhe coM ob the u tiliriet, it. an_y le~,i 

Some principals ,rnd teachers expressed concerns that after the "count day, " 1he day in 
1he school year when heads are counted and money is nl!ocated per pupil, disaffected sru<lenrs 
re -enrolled in the district from charter schools. Hence scveraJ charters received financing for 
snidents who were being served in the district school s. Likewise, some charter school adrnin­
istrncors felt that they were required to educate ,-vicho111 financing students flowing into charters 
after "count day." V\lhile tJ1ese mac tcrs appeared to be of critical importance in a few circurn­
srnnces where signi ficant numbers of students were involved, such concerns were not wide­
spread and rarely were expressed when only a few students were transferred after counc day. 

(b) LDM ot Particular Kindt. ob Studenro 

Staff members in more than one-third (36%) of the public school districts studied expressed 
concerns about losing particular kinds of students to charter schools. Because charter schools 
are diverse and ai111 to sc1ve various kinds of students, there was little uniformity in responses 
on this topic. Concerns duscered in several different areas: 

Do niche schools lead to segregation? Several participants in this study expressed concern chat 
charters focused on a pc1rciC11lar kind of student (for example, African-Americans, deaf 
sn1dents, or schools for "at-risk'' children) would increase segregation and leave the district 
schools ,-vith a less diverse student population. 

Are charter schools attracting the smarter students aod more academically-engaged parents? 
While studies have shown that most char1ers do 1101 "cream" and that chaners draw 
srudents with a 1vidc range of ac.idemic abilities,i several people interviewed from 1radi-
1ional public schools expressed anxiety about charters becoming elite institutions. One 
superinccndenL said. "We are losing the parents who are really interested in teaching 
and learning." 

Are charter schools becoming "dumping grounds" for students the tradltlooal public schools do 
not want to serve? It is difficuh to understand how this fear arose in some of the same 
districts where concerns were expressed about charters attracting smarter students. If 
charrer schools in the area served "at-risk'' students or students wilh a history of disci­
plinary problems, a few infornrnn1s expressed concerns that personnel in traditional 
public schools might have counseled this population into rhe charter schools. 

While many subjects interviewed were aware of studies that show charters serving large 
numbers of studenls of color and poo r/low-income students, several expressed concern that 
chnrters may be incrcnsing che segregation of partic\llar kinds of students.4 

(c) Tile Depor111re ob Ditignmrlc<I Parentti 

One unexpected iinding of this research was that both school dis1 ricr employees and 
chaner school le,Jdcrs were aware thur charters o[cen nuract families with a long history of 
complaints against the local school district and sn1dcnts who have hncl disciplinary problems 
in the traditional public schools. A superintendent from Massachuse1ts put it this way: 

I.er me over5e11ernlize gr0Mly ... 1/1ere·<1 probably n qirn ner ot, your parent~ who are acrively 
plea6ecl wi th o ocli oo/ 6,YMem. a quo rrer who gri pe. C1nd 50% in ril e middle who are j uM compltl­
cenr. th ey ·ll rn kc 1vlwte1;er you giPC rhcm. Tll ere·~ no queotion 1har 1h c creati on o/, th e charter 
~c/wol 61:imnied obb the /oudeM ot, our griper&. and save U6 a relative brcarhing &pace 10 bcgrn 
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to rurn one ob our ochoo/o around. I 111enn /"ve Joked on occa.iion r/Jat it'~ like ruming an oil 
tanker oroun<I in a omalf harbor-therc'1, not n lo/ ob .ipnce ro do it and Ille &hip'J nor rerriblJ 

maneuverabfe. lb rhey'd been part ot the mix ar rhe 6a111e rime. it would hm1e been more dilt,iculr. 

A former school board member in Arizona described one district's response to the 
formation of the charter: 

T11e dlMncr wa.i glad-or 1/ie bureaucra c_y Ob lite diJtricr waJ 5/ad. I J/1oulcl &CJ.)~ ro 6Cf' rlte&e 

guy& were ,1iiubb/in5 ob~ to Bubbalo and leavi119 them alone. And rve heard 1/Ja/ echoed by a 
number ob ,i choo/ board member&. /1 9e1<1 rid oj our malcontent<'>. I.er rllem go set cltcmer.i. 
Who c<1rc,1? TI1ey·re out ob our iace. and we cnn work at building 011 r com mun/!)· 1,c/10016 and 
cducat/119 th e 98% ot tile kicfa tlw r &rill want to be there. 

An advocate for cha11er schools in Colorado believed some districts support charters be­
cause disgrnntled families leave: 

Th ie'> i,~ roki119 c(lre ob rlwl>e pain-in-t'1 e·CTM porelltd or that poin-in-r/1e-a66 µor/ oi our di&rrict. 
or rllo&c arr..1y parenth that we·~·e been l1eari119 ~rom tor libteen yean now. Now tlie_1're lloppj• 

beCllU6C lhe_y't;e sot their 6dlOOI. 

It should surprise no one t..hat many of the disgruntled families quickly became disillu­
sioned with the charter school and returned 10 the traditional public school district One 
Massachusetcs superintendent reported that, by the chaner's third year, most of its founders, 
who had previously been quite criticaJ of the district middle school. had returned their children 
to the district schools. While one Colorado principal experienced the "return gripers" as less 
vocal and agitated than previously, other principals and reachers saw them as just as vocal in 
their complaints as they had been before they left for the charter school. One chaner school 
founder obseived, "You get five or sLx charter schools where these disgruntled parents are happy 
and then the overall school district isn't under attack. District personnel see it as a way to get 
some steam otll of the system." He believed an exodus of gripers into charter schools ulti­
mately might prove detrimental w traditional public schools because they will have Jost a key 
constituency agitating for school improvement. 

Thus both charccr schools and traditional public schools may become trapped in a dy­
namic whereby disgruntled parems, a diverse and influential group, may shu11le back and 
forth between the charter and the district school. Districts may find themselves losing articulate 
voices which kept school personnel alerc and responsive and charters may become over­
whelmed by the agitation stirred up by these families. While this dynamic rarely finds irs way 
into discussions of charter/district relations, it has emerged from this study as a significant 
area of impact. 

(d) StaM Morale 

The formation of charter schools often had a significant impact on the morale of teachers 
and other personnel in local school districts. Some teachers in traditional public schools who 
were interviewed for this study acknowledged feeling significant added pressure to produce 
strong educational results. Accompanying 1his pressure in many cases were pronounced 
changes in morale among school district personnel. Informants from more than a quarter of 
the districts studied mentioned thar the opening of charter schools in a local area was perceived 
by teachers ,md other school personnel as "a slap in tlrn face" or n commentary on their fail­
ings. Charters had an impact on the pride people felt in their work. 

One Minnesota teacher explained that the formation of a charter near her school, was 
one of the many factors that has added pressure to the job: "Teaching has becorne increasingly 
stressful. Pare of it is because I think there are many educators in this building that feel like 
we want to do a good job, we've tried to do a good job, and we interpret the charter school 
as 'You weren't doing a good job, therefore we had to found a new school.' There are increas­
ing pressures.'' 

An educator and union leader in Colorado spoke of the "affective impact·· of the charter 
debates: 
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Public &choo/ teachrn have been a tracked JO much in the pa61 ten year&. and M when there'& 

thid clement out there ot "We ml9h1 take over yoiir &chool ... ·· t/1ere·d that attecrive impact .. , 
Te(!C/ter& &it back and My. ·1 lwven ·r had rite money. I've got too many &pecial ed. kid&. I /1ave 
100 many Je\!ere need& kid&. I don ·1 have rexrbook&. I don't IHl i;e rime. And you ·,e tel/ins me I 
don't do a 900d Job and you 're gonna take m.',' tax do/Ian and put them domeplace el&e and do 
a better job?" 

A central administrator i.n the Grand Rapids, Michigan, public schools noticed shifts in 
educat0rs' morale during 1.he process of approving and opening a nearby charcer school: 

There·,1 debinitely a p&yc/10!05ical etiect. I(& a morale iMue In renn& ob the &ra~~. Al jlrM they 
/lave &ome ini.tia/ ~ear: I& the 5011emment out 10 de6troy public 6Choo/d? Tl1en there·& an urgency. 
people reco5ni1lns we're in a competitil!e mnr/.:et. When you vi6ir a Mabb room in a building 
located near ci cl!ar1er 6chool. you &en&e an immediate chm1,;e in p6ycho/ogy: now we're in compe­
tition wilh the c/1arrer. We hal!e ro marker our &chool&. 

Sometimes educators experienced the arrival of chaners as a powerful statement, not 
about their own performance, bu1 .:ibout the performance of a district with which they have 
long fell frustrated. One principal in Arizona commented, 

The perception 011 the part oi many teacherd-U would be hard to &peak bor all ot them-I& r/1at 

it'& not a &lap agCllnJt them. it'd a &lap agalndl tile &yJtem. and the 6yMem doe&n't work jor 
t/1em eirher. 

A few of the traditional school personnel in1civiewed spoke of improved levels of morale 
within their schools once staff members realized 1hat their offerings equaled or exceeded the 
offerings of the charter school. One Massachusetts principal spoke of initially feeling that the 
charter was a comment on her ability co create a safe and educationally-challenging organi­
zation. Once students began returning to her school from the charter. she felt "affirmed," as if 
the entire chartering process had proven the value of her school in the public arena and en­
hanced her district's collective pride. 

Staff moraJc Is a key area which ctistricts might monitor closely during the period following 
the opening of nearby charter schools. \Vhether personnel working within traditional public 
schools w1derstand the chaner as a harsh statement judging their work or as an affirming sign 
from the many families who continue to enroll their children in the district school. district 
administrators and school principals should anticipate and plan for shifts in morale as charrers 
gain momentum. 

(e) Re<liMribution ob Adminiotrative TTme 

Charcers have presented challenges to administrative planning in local school districts 
and placed additional demands on central office personnel, resulting in a redisLribution of lime 
for some central office administrators, panicularly in scates where charter school financing and 
adminisrrative record-keeping have been funneled through the district. 

Many charter school advocates seemed unaware of ways the administrative energies of 
district personnel had been consumed by charters. Charter school staff members frequently 
believed that the introduction of public school choice through charters did little to impact the 
administrative management of a district. While this tended to be ln.te for states where char­
ters were constituted as separate legal entities and were fiscally and adminiscratively indepen­
dent of the district, in other circumstances planning and time allocation had been affected 
by charccrs. 

Educators from public school districts generally agreed on the range of planning issues 
that had been complicated by public school choice and charters. Many informants discussed 
diffi.;ultles dealing wich returnees to 1he district. Here the issues ranged from the match be­
tween the knowledge-level expected by the traditional public school and that of the clrnrcer 
school, which made grade-placement difficult; to teacher allocation processes that were expect­
ed to proceed without specific information on how many students at each grade level would 
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be attending charters; to planning for the oppropriate number of books or musical instruments 
without knowing how many students would be in the district school. 

District personnel were not always clear what grade placements I.hey should assign charter 
school students re1urning to I.he disnict schools. Lansing, Michigan, adminislrators had exper­
ienced difficulty predicting student enrollment. FinanciaJ managers in the Mesa, Arizona, 
schools discussed difficulcy planning a budget and estimating nwnbers: 

C/Jar1er.1 make plannin!J harder. Hl&rorico/ly. we alway.i hall problem6, becau6e you nel/cr know 
how many pi!op(e moved in exacr/y during tile ,wmmer. how many molled out. how many went 
to private .1c/1ool6. how many deci<leil to go to home 6choo/lug. So yoi. alway6 were edlimaring 

and 6ometime& gueMing cxacrly wlta r ii wa& going to be. Charter &chool<\ juM make lhal eJ11-
matins and sue6&ing a lillle harder becau6e .)'OU have n.nor/1er variable _you llaue to plan on. 

Similar sentiments were echoed by district personnel in Groton-Dunstable, Massachusens. 
A traditional public school in Madison, Wisconsin, was inundated wim sludenrs leaving the 
chaner school well after the school year had stan:ed and had to struggle wic.h issues of teacher 
allocation, equipmcn1 needs, and different disciplinary standards between the charter and 
the traditional public school. A !-.fassachusetts charter school principal discussed problems 
trying to place children in the traditionaJ high schools in their area without !mowing the match 
between the schools' curricula. Traditional public school personnel in almost all of the scates 
studied indicated that they found themselves dealing with placement problems related to 
swdenls returning to the disrricl after a year or two in a charter school. 

School disrrict central office personnel gave varying answers when asked how much Lime 
chan:er schools took up in meir work week. Generally, districts 1hat had approved chaners and 
seived as the administrative and financing conduit for charter schools spent. more time on 
charter business than districts located in states where most of the chartering went on through 
non-district bodies. Most personnel agreed that the bulk of time spent on charrers occurred 
during the start-up phase and, once a dislrict had created new systems for the chancrs, much 
less energy needed to be directed towards them. Districts seemed to spend time most.ly on the 
application and approval process for drnnering, panicipating in legislative lobbying rela<ed 
10 charters, and in helping charters meet their obligation to serving special education students. 

Several administrators in public school districts complained of I.he time lost to chaners, 
particularly when charters were located in their districts but were chartered by an 0111side body. 
Two administrators expressed concern that when a charter school experiences organizational 
crisis, local district personnel often have to deal wit.l1 the fo.11-out: students exiting the charters 
and returning to the district schools, public relations management, and crisis intervention. One 
district superintendent's staff consistently fielded phone calls complaining about Lhe behavior 
of charter school sludents and the appearance of the building and grounds of I.he charter school 
even though the charter operated independently of her district"s authority. 

Finding 62 : Of the 25 case-srudy districts in tllis research study, almost. half ( 12 or 48%) ex­
perienced either strong (five or 20%) or moderate (seven or 28%) impact from charter schools 
and slightly more than half (13 or 52%) experienced eirher no impact (nine or 36%) or mild 
impacl (four or 16%). Within a single state, the type and level of impact varied widely from 
school district to school district and often districts studied within a single state exhibited dra­
matically different types and levels of impact. 

A key finding that emerged from this research is that most of the districts did rior show 
signs of s1.rnng material impact from the arrival of chancr schools in their area. Of the 25 dis­
tricts studied, nine exhibited no impact, four showed mild impact, seven showed moderate 
impact and five districts exhibited strong impact. \1/hen s11perintendents, principals, and 
teachers were asked if their schools and school districts would be different were the charter 
school not in the picture, most indicmed tl)crc would be no difference or there would be only 
minor differences. Less than half the informants cited significant impact from chaner schools. 

The impacts on districts were analyzed in this study and placed in four categories: no 
impact, mild impact, moderate impact, and strong impact. Districts which were categorized 
as exhibiting strong levels of impact had experienced significam "felt-loss" of srudems w char-
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ter schools along with 1he ''fell-loss" of significant financing. These districts also had exper­
ienced at least two of the following four impacts: loss of particular kinds of students, depnr­
ture of disgruntled parents, staff morale shifts, and the redistribution of administrative time. 
Districts which were categorized ns experiencing moderate impact were characterized as hav­
ing ex-perienced a moderate loss of students and funding to charters and at least two of the four 
impacts. Districts which were categorized as experiencing no impact or a mild impact were 
characteri7..cd as having experienced either no loss of students and funding m charters or very 
Jiu.le loss, and may have experienced up to rwo of the four impacts. 

A variety of factors contributed to the limited impact of charters in some areas: some 
charters in their early years were not able to develop effective programs and experienced a 
protracted period of internal turmoil; some of the districts srudied were high-perfom1ing 
disaictS and the charters which formed in their areas were small, altema1ive programs, attract­
ing primarily special education swdents; in at least one state, Georgia, charters were seen as 
a way to improve an existing school but not as a way to influence the workings of the non ­
charter public schools in t.he area. 

The impact of charters on local school districts was detennined in large pan by the local 
context in which public educa1ion was being offered and the quantity, quality, and size of 
local charter schools. Tims auempts to generalize about an entire state are of limited value. 
Such efforts are complicated further by differences between the impact of charters on rural, 
suburban, and urban schools, driven in large part by their different social, cultural, and eco­
nomic characteristics. 

Finding 13: The impact of charter laws and charter schools on large urban districts was less 
than on rnral, suburban, and small urban cLisrricts. 

Small cities, suburbs, nnd rural areas such as Grand Rapids, Michigan; San Carlos, 
California: Queen Creek, Arizona; Adams County, Colorado; Holland, Michigan; Lesueur. 
Minnesota: and Lansing, Michigan had experienced significant impact from charter schools 
at the time of this study. Cities such as Minneapolis, San Diego, Atlanta, Tucson, Milwaukee, 
Washington, D.C. and Denver had not appear greatly affected by charter schools. 

The p;issage of charter legislation dearly spurred the Boston Public Schools and the 
Boston Teachers Union to create rhal city's "pilot school" program. Despite the contentious 
discourse about charter schools in Massachuserts, charters seemed to have had little impact 
on public schools in Boston that were not pilot schools. Tucson's first charter schools had 
primarily served as alternative programs for drop-outs and, while the district looked on them 
favorably, no major impact on the district had been felt. While an assistant to the superinten­
dent in Minneapolis acknowledged the potential of the disnicc to use charters strategically in 
reform efforts, he asserted that there "isn't anything different about any of the charters" that 
would offer new knowledge to the district. The major contribution that he believed charters 
were making to his district involved assisting the district in dealing with enrollment that was 
rising 1,000 students each year: 

In a de,i1,e, bor 111, , the charter 1,chool 110<1 lie/ped in a <1y1,tem-wide view ob bein<, able to meel 
the educational ncedo Ob bamil!eo ... We would 've had 10 build another 1,choo/. .. /1 bunne/1, o&h 
oludentL. 200 kid& here. 200 kid& there-great. Becauoc that'.1 ru.,o more buHdfn50 !hat we don·, 
build ar rhi& point or have 10 tind 1he land to do it on . we ·re building three more buildin91, in 
the next I wo year,). 

Several factors contributed to che limited impact felt in large urban centers: (l) most of 
the urban districts studied were experiencing increasing school-age populations; (2) most of 
these large urban districts contained only a few charter schools; (3) charter schools had existed 
In these districts for periods ranging from two to five years and more time mighc be needed 
for urban districts to feel an impact from charters; (4) research suggests that reforming large 
urban disaicts is a great challenge compared with reforming smaller disrricts with less weighty 
bureaucratic structures;$ (5) several of these urban districts already had in place plans for school 
restructuring and educational reform and viewed charters as a distraction from their efforts. 

If advocates intend charier schools to spur significant reforms in school districts that need 
to improve srudenr achievement. they might develop specific strategies for targeting large urban 
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school districts. State policymakers in Illinois, Wisconsin, Ohio, and Missouri have crafted 
charter laws which strategically target low-performing urban centers, By targeting their reform 
effons on the districts which are most in need of improvement, these states may see diminished 
opposition to charter proposals. 

How are school districts responding to charter laws and charter schools? 

Finding #4 : Typically. school districts had not responded wilh swift, dramatic improvements, 
as of the time of this study. The majority of districts had gone about business-as-usual and 
responded to chaners slowly and in small ways. Almost one quarter of the districts studied 
(24%) had responded energetically to the advent of charters and significantly alcered their edu­
cational programs. 

School district responses analyzed in this study were placed into three general categories. 
Districts which exhibited high levels of response were ca1egorized by significant changes in 
district educational programs, emulation of aspects of the chaner school model, and chartering 
of schools on the district's initiative. Districts which exhibited moderate levels of response 
were categorized by moderate, circumscribed changes in the district's educational programs, 
emulation of superficial aspects of the charter school model. and neutrality towards the char­
tering of district schools. Districts which exhibited low levels of response were categorized by 
little or no program changes in response to charters, resistance to using any models piloted in 
charter schools, refusal to support charter applications, and efforts to eliminate the chaner law. 

While categories of high, moderate, and low responsiveness have been utilized here, it is 
important to note chat there may have been important reasons why some districts had made 
few program changes due to charters: some districts in this study had already offered excellent 
educational options before the arrival of charter schools; some charters had not been success­
ful In creating models worthy of emulation and other charters replicated programs already 
offered by district schools; some districts opposed charters, not because they resisted reform, 
but because they believed the state's financing arrangemen1s for chaners were not fair; in 
some districts the Impacts from charters had been negligible or at such a low level that they 
had not appeared likely to trigger significant response. 

Placing districts in these categories required enensive analysis of the district's context 
and activities in response to charters. r-or example, where does one place the Denver Public 
Schools, a district which, at the time of this study, only recently liad initiated its own charter 
but for several years had opposed chartering schools and remained a large, urban district 
offering no other evidence of responding to charters strategically? Denver was classified as 
exhibiting "low" responsiveness. Where does one place Boston, a district which initiated a 
pilot school program (irs own in-district charters) now comprising almost a dozen schools, 
yet had not shown any other responses to charters? Boston was classified as exhibiting ~mod­
erate" responsiveness. The Adams County School District 1112 in Colorado had chanered 
numerous schools as part of its broader reform strategy, responded to parent requests for 
more back-to-basics programs, and created stronger thematic programs in its traditional 
schools. Adams County #12 was classified as exhibiting "high" responsiveness. In this study, 
six of the districts (24%) were classified as uhigh" response districts, another six (24%) were 
classified as "moderate" response districts, and 13 districts (52%} were classified as "low" 
response disUic1s. 

The majority of districts in this study (13 out of 25 or 52%) fell into the low responsive­
ness ca,tcgory. Low responsiveness status does not imply failure. The Stillwater Independent 
School District !n Minnesota had not responded aggressively to charters because they already 
had strong, successful reform programs In place in district schools and the charter school 
situated in their disUi.ct had evolved into an alternative program for students who were not 
finding success in the traditional schools. Other districts in this category, particularly large 
urban districts such as San Diego, Milwaukee, and Washington, D.C., might have benefited 
from the strategic use of chartering but had not done so ac the time of this study. 

Six of the 25 districts (24%) studied were categorized as disoicts of moderate response. This 
category includes Mesa, Ariz.ona, a high-perfonning district which had experienced signifi­
cant numbers of students opting out of district schools for charters. Mesa's moderate response 



had included the opening of additional 
back-to-basic district schools and an 
aggressive public relations effort promot­
ing their schools. Likewise, Grand 
Rapids, Michigan, has been placed in this 
category as it had stepped up its public 
relations work, opened an environmental 
education-focused school, and was plan­
ning additional thematic schools, partly 
in response to charters. 

Six of the 25 districts (24%) had been 
classified as distric1s with high respon­
siveness to charters. These dis1ric1s were 
sites where the charter school initiative 
had played a major role jn driving 
s1eppcd-up reform efforts. This category 
includes the Cartersville and Bartow 
Cow1ty Schools in Georgia, San Carlos, 
California, and Adams County# 12, 
Colorado, districts where reform-minded 
superintendents have seized on the state's 
charter law and used it as a key strategic 
part of reform effons. It also includes 

. the Nauset Regional School District in 
Massachusetts where the formation of a 
local charter served as a catalyst for im­
proving the district's middle school and 
PhoenLx, Arizona, the only major dry 
which offered evidence of strong response 
to charter schools (see page 20). 

Finding 115: Several districts classified 
as having low or moderate responsive­
ness had made a significant effort to 
improve public relations and had begun 
to aggressively market their schools to 
the public. 

Informants in 19 of tJ1e 25 {76%) 
disLricts studied felt that the local media 
had given excessive attention and/or un­
critical coverage to charter schools. A 
number of charter school leaders corrob­
orated this perspective. One state offi­
cial in Massachusetts succinct.ly anicu­
latcd the feelings of many public school 
personnel: 

I underdland 1he inu,trorlon. you're 
workin.9 hard oo a reacher. principal. 
or &upcrinrendenr. bee/ins like you ·re 
blnall.Y getting wmc I/lingo done und 
doins intereoting thing& and. bor the 
libe oi you. you can·, get o good dtory 
our ob the newopaper becaw,c they're 
alway& writing abour the charier ochoof.. . 
doing 6ome o~ the &ame thing& _you 're 

doing. but JuM senins u/1 the publicity 
tor Jt. I think 1har'<1 the wny people 
in Bo6ron Mmctime6 bee/. like "lb I 6ce 
one more ~IDT')' about Cit.}' on a /Ii/I 
/'I/ 6CTC1Hll. .. 

Some school d.istricts hnd devoted 
additional resources to marketing and 
advertising. Others had become more 
oggrcssive in public relations and out­
reach. Superintendents, other central 
office personnel, and principals spoke fre­
quently of stepping up efforts co accom­
modate parents and being receptive to 
their concerns. Many acknowledged 
that public school choice policies had 
made districts bee( up tJ1elr public rela­
tions efforts. Principals in trad.itionaJ 
public schools in several districts spoke 
ribout marketing becoming an increasing 
pan of their jobs and occupying a greater 
percentage of their time. 

Five of che 25 dislricls studied had 
made efforts to go beyond an increased 
receptivity to input from 1..he community 
all(! the parents of children in the schools. 
These districts had begun active public 
relations campnigns to recruit and retain 
families in response to ch.uters and other 
choice mechanjsms. In Arizona, the 
Mesa Public Schools had begun a highly 
visible advertising campaign ln local 
newspapers and 1.he Queen Creek Unified 
School District began to market their 
schools at the local movie theater. In 
Michigan, the Grand Rapids schools were 
the focus of an ;idvertising campaign on 
television and 1.he district had begun to 
train administrators in public relations 
and marketing. 

The Holland, Michigan, public school 
district had increased its public relations 
function, hired a full-rime communica­
tions director, and sent letters to families 
at the local chancr school explaining how 
they could re-enroll in t11e public school 
district. The superintendent of the Hart· 
land Consolidated Schools In Michigan 
also had sent a letter to families departing 
for charter schools, asking for "construc­
tive suggestions" that would be turned 
into "a plan of action to improve the 
Hartland Consolidated Schools." 

These examples suggest that school 
district responses to charters may be 
motivated by a broad range of intentions. 
Some districts clearly were attempting to 

counter the departure of students from 
their schools into nearby charters; others 
seemed to be responding to the new 
rules created by the emerging market­
place of public school choice. If public 
school choice continues to expand, this 
is one area which merits ongoing review 
and analysis. 

Finding :6: Several moderate- and 
high-response districts had made changes 
in their educational offerings as a result 
of charters. These changes included 
opening schools organized around a 
specific philosophy or theme, creating 
"add-on" programs such as an after­
school program or all-day kindergarten, 
and offering more diverse activities or 
curricular resources. 

Journalistic accounts of charter 
schools frequently included anecdotes 
about new educational programs 1Jiat 
have been offered through school districts 
as a result of the competition introduced 
by charter schools. This study investigat­
ed such anecdores to determine the pre­
cise relationship such innovations have 
had to charter schools. 

To date. charters have served to en­
courage some dislric1s to create additional 
thematic schools focused on a particula.r 
educational philosophy. Most prevalent 
have been the expansion of back-10-
basics and core knowledge schools within 
public school districts a.s a result of simil­
arly themed charters drawing families 
away from the district. Adams County 
#12 in Colorado had opened additional 
in-dist..ric1 fundamental programs after 
two fund;imental charters attracted 
hundreds of students from the district. 
New core- knowledge schools were open­
ed by several Colorado disaicts after the 
Jefferson Academy charter school had 
opened nnd drew hundreds of students 
from nearby districts. Mesa. Ari.zonn. 
which had pioneered fundamental 
schools for over a doz.en years, increased 
its number of these schools, in pan due 
to the expansion of similar programs in 
their district through chartering. 

In other areas, charters spurred 
school districts to create additional 
schools focused on particular themes. 
The Grand Rapids Public Schools in 
Michigan developed an environmental 
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sciences middle school program after similarly-focused charter schools had opened in the 
area. The Boston P11blic Schools took their pilot school proposal off the back burner and put 
it on a fast track only after charter legislacion had hccn approved in Massachusetts. They 
opened almost a dozen schools with concentrations ranging from the ans, allied health sciences, 
drop-out prevention, science and math to multiculturalism. Boston's superintendent referred 
to these pilots as "in-district charter schools." 

In Madison. \AJisconsin. school department leadership used the state's chaner law to create 
a middle school focused on technology and individui'llized programming to serve chat city's 
African-American population that had lost its neighborhood middle school in the 1970s. The 
Rochester. Minnesota. public schools approved an in-district Montessori program only after 
interested families had begun considering fom1ing a charter school. Chaner laws throughout 
the nation have spurred a re>,ival of the alternative educational programs popular in the 1960s 
ancJ 70s, and e:-.-panded open classroom, Montessori. Waldorf-type programs. and develop­
mental- focused pedagogies within public schooling. 

All-day kindergarten is now offered in school districts s11ch as Lansing. Michigan, and Mesa. 
Arizona, as a result of local chancrs anrac1ing families seeking such programs. An after­
school program was created in the public schools in Williamsbcrg, Massachusens, after local 
charters had attracted families seeking such programs. The superintendent of the LeSueur­
Hcnderson, Minnesota, public schools discussed ways the process of debating and approving a 
charter school in his rural district had served as an impetus to effons to reform the district 
schools and increase project-based activities. block scheduling. and comruter-focused learning 
experiences. He said. 

/ 1hink the chorrer &choo/"6 been helptul to UJ in n number oi in1ri9uins wny6-6Ubtle. mare 

wbllt> thnn anything. It lta6 been hclpbul in rim r the 11c1:,• exiMence ob fhe charter ha& chollcnsed 
our larscr 6.)'Jlcm to take a look nr more lnnoi;al/t1c appronclH~6 to leamlng and reaching. And 
In lhe 6econd .)'ear ob the chnrler Achoo/. we implcmen led a bour-perioll day at the high M:ltool. 
rhal really changed how we urilizc: time ... l rhink !11c bncl thar rhe Board IJOled to 1,portAGr lhe 
charter helped crea re more ob a .icn~e ob ursency. rim r-_ye6. we m1MI change. 

After a chaner school in Orleans, Massachusens, had purchased vans to rranspon srudents 
10 a wide range of community-based activities, the local high school decided 10 also purchase 
vans and expand their community-based programming. The district's middle school was con­
sidering acquiring vans ac the time of this study. 

findin9 =7: Cenain innovations and changes in school disuicts and tradit.ionaJ public schools 
hypothesized by the study's investigator bad rarely o<:curred: Few superintendents, principals. 
and teachers in disrrict schools were thinking of charter schools as educational laboratories 
or attempting IO transfer pedagogical innovations from charters to the district schools; dis­
tricts were still building large school facilities and were rarely creating smaller schools: the 
large urban districts studied rarely had responded in meaningful ways 10 charter laws and 
charter schools. 

One of the uneirpected findings of this research was that school districts at the time of 
lhc study had rarely taken innovations in teaching or learning produced by chaner schools 
.-ind pm them to use in district schools. The majority of subjects interviewed from traditional 
public schools and school districts- as well as many of the infonnants from chaner schools­
acknowledged 1ha1 charters rarely had been utilized by school districts as laboratories for 
pedagogical innovation. Some believed chaners may offer innovations in governance, account­
ability. and assessment rather than pedagogical innovations. One teacher questioned whether 
nny schools have adequate systems which encour;1ge rhe transfer of knowledge and peda­
gogical innovation. 

In a speech at the lirst national charter school conference sponsored by the Department 
of Education. Secretary of Education Richard Riley applauded a charter school in Minneapolis 
for functioning as a laboratory and producing new knowledges for the local schools. Yet the 
director of 1his same school'. interviewed for this study several weeks before the secre1aiy's 
speech. expressed fntstration that there had been "no investment from the larger district" in 
transferring knowledge gained from the school. He insisted: 
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I've learned llwt rhere·J no pay-bock bor trying to co11vl11ce domeone t/1cy &ho11/d do Mmathing 
I think id berter ... TIiey l.:J1ow where we are. /~ they want to learn. they can lecini. We hcid three 
ob tlte Juperinr e11de11t6 ui&lt and they·re all very po1>lrive and impreJJed. But when I did c1ay. 
·well. it you want the par111er6hip with uc1. I'm will Ins ro do rhat. .... 

This charter founder felt that the district administrn1ors were simply inattentive co edu­
cational innovations and hence unable 10 benefit from the methods or programs developed 
in his school. Yet a central adminis1.rat0r in the same district seemed to question the work of 
the charter and insisted, 

we·re not goins to create another ~chool W:e that. Xl<l& are sening &pee/a/ education and we l!aue 
6orne (111£'.Jt ioru, (lDOllt wliar 11 id that the_y actually ar~ dong. Tite:y have a well-done program. Well. 
we alreadj• Ila ve 1,imilar curriculum in orher ~choo/~. So we have not reJponded in tllal henu. 

For chaners to function as educational laboratories for traditional public schools and 
experiments with new met.hods of teaching and learning, two things are needed: the charter 
must be able 10 produce new knowledges and the district must be open to transferring the 
innovations produced by the charter to the district schools. At r.he time of this study, several 
factors served as barriers to districts making use of charters as educational laboratories: (l) 

many charters were in their first few years of operation and had not had the time to fuJly 
develop their pedagogical offerings; (2) during the early years of operation, most charter 
school personnel did noc have time to share lessons learned with people from outside their 
school; likewise many teachers and principaJs in traditional public schools had little time to 
visit 1he classrooms in their own school, let alone inn nearby charter school; (3) in many 
areas, charter schools and the traditional public schools either had no relationship with one 
another or maintained a hostile relationship that precluded sharing pedagogical learnings 
between the nvo; (4) some charter schools conceptualized their mission as fulfilling the 
cclucational needs of their students and did not feel drawn IOward transfonning other schools' 
classroom prac1ices; (5) many charter schools were located In school dlstricts that already 
offered cxceUent and highly-rated programs and dis1ric1 personnel believed they would have 
linlc 10 learn from a charter school; (6) some district leaders insisted the charters were only 
replicating prograrns already in place in the distric1 schools and a ''we already do that" men­
tality precluded districts from learning from charters. 

One mral district in this study cxcmpLified the problem of transfer of knowledge among 
and between charter and traditional schools. The administrator for the chaner believed no 
local teachers had visited the school because 

they have nor .i cen it a.i being meaningtul and relevanr. .. A.i rerenrly Dd a _year ago lhe new 
µrincipal took It ro hit. taculty leaden/lip team and lllM:uMed getting involved with 11<1 and tliey 

dald. 'We don ·, conhlder rhar education.· 

Yet when a teacher in the local traditional school was asked why she had never visited, 
she insisted at first. ''There was a lot of animosity ... " and then explained, "I wouldn't just have 
a day where I would say r can go down there ... but J could cenalnly go dovvn there in a prep 
period.'' In a subsequent communication she auempted to understand the barriers that had 
kepr her from considering the school as a laboratory for educational innovations: 

One 06 the rhingJ I remembered wa<1 the ~ee!ing on th e part ot, the ~acult.}' that tho6e wpporting 
rhe charter were not M.)'ing it wa11 'an experiment ~or /nnovarlue educational practlcet,-ln11tead 
th ey 11aid it wac1 11cce11&ary becau&e the /Jlgh ~c/100/ wa.i, /11 /lart, 6aillng. It wa11 nor perceiued 
by u& a& a lab &clioo/ and I did not get tile lmpre6olou brom our ocllool board that they 6mv lt 
that wa_y. 

This infonnant felt that the charier school had formed its identiry in opposition to the 
dis1rict high school and had criticized the work of that school's faculty. This Jed her to assume 
a defensive posrure that served as a barrier to visiting the charter. Chancr schools in the 
study that had recruited families and increased their own stature by crilicizing, demeaning, 
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or outright trashing the local traditionaJ public schools, frequently found themselves unable 
to create comfortable working relationships ro share pedagogical insights or oversee student 
transitions in and out of the chancr school. 

Districts may be more willing to transfer innovations produced by charter schools to 
traditionul public schools when the charters have been initiated or approved by district leader­
ship. Ironically, this tended to occur less frequently in states where so-c:1lled 'strong' or non­
restrictive laws, providing for sponsors other than the district board, were in place. In such 
states many of chese charter schools may have a contentious relationship with the district, at 
least during their first years of operation; this does not promote mutual exchange . Yer the 
presence of the alternative sponsor may lead to the development of panicular!y unique educa­
tional programs which should be considered as a model for rradirionaJ public schools. 

Denver Public Schools had recently opened iLS own charter school chat some believed was 
intended to serve a laboratory function. but no significant exchange had occurred between the 
disrrict and rhe other chaner school located within Its boundaries. Likewise several districts 
in California, including the San Carlos Public Schools, had iniriarcd charter schools precisely 
for this experimental and laborarnry function. Boston's City on a Hill charter school recently 
had been awarded a federal grant which was expected to bring about a formal collaboration 
between charter and disoict teachers. 

Finding :8: An analysis of the 25 case studies i.11 this repon suggests districc response to char­
ters evolves over time and that there may be distinct stages in the devclopmenr of chaner 
schools.which offer specific opporrunities for disuict response. 

Responses from districts co charter schools were rarely quick. discrete, or isolated from 
the rich mix of changes regularly experiencefl by school districts. The majority of districts in 
this srudy could be understood ns having gone through three stages of response to charter 
schools, which can be characterized in the following ways: 

(1) The period stretching from the Initial proposal of charter leglslatlon throuqh passaqe and the 
founding stages of the first charters: This was often a time when intense internal debate 
occurred among school personnel. parents, and political leadership; it was frequently a 
time of exaggerated claims on the pan of charter advocates and opponents alike. Impacts 
on the school district during this period were primarily focused on attitudes and the climate 
of the district and ics schools. If the clrnrter school in formation was founded In opposi­
rion to the Lraditional public schools, it was common for districts 10 take on a defensive 
posture at this time. 

(2) The period from when charters open their doors through their early years of operation. This 
was a period when some school disnicts began to make specific changes in response ro 
charters: they may have begun or stepped up marketing efforts, considered add-on pro­
grams. curricular expansion, and expanded hours in an attempt to minlmlze the loss of 
students 10 the charter. This was likely to have been a rime of heightened conflict within 
local communities as districts responded in various ways to shifts in financing. These 
shlf!s were usually felt most intensely during the first year a charter school was open, 
when a specific smdent co hon depart ed en masse from chc traditional publk schools for 
the charter. This was also a Lime when charter founders were busy creating their school 
and initiating educationaJ programs: they hod little time for involvements outside of 
I.heir school. 

(3) The period when charters attain some stable lnstlt11tlonal presence In relation to the local 
districts. Conflicts abated at this time and the district .ind charter moved toward a point 
of equilibrium and mutual respect. Districts experienced students re -entering the tradi­
tional public schools from the charter by this tjme. Claims predicting rhc 'devastation' of 
the school system had been proven to be exaggerations; and charters had passed the 
honeymoon period when chey were idealistically characterized and their weaknesses and 
failings had been acknowledged. An accepiance settled in regarding changes tlHU had 
occurred in the way public education was organized. and the hostiliry that some districts 
and chaners had directed towards each other began to lessen . 



Charterti were not 

alwayti the t,ocH6 ot, 

contentiouti debate 

within local 

comm u nitie6. 

16 

Informants from school districts that had coexisted with charters for three to five years 
displayed an auirude towards charters characterized by considerably less hostility and suspi­
cion than those with charter experience of a shorter duration. Several superinccndents and 
central office administrators spoke of reaching an accommodation with charters and working 
more cooperatively with them after having had survived "the big hit~ of the first year's exodus 
of students. 

Finding :9: The climates and cultmes of nearby traditional public schools, school districts , 
and communities almost always had changed following the appearance of chaner schools in 
their midst, but not in a single, predictable manner. 

Advocates for charter schools often assen that the introduction of public school choice 
and new educational options will infuse school districts and personnel with a fresh spirit of 
energetic competition. Once the district 's monopoly on public education is ended, this argu­
mem goes, the weighty bureaucracies that constitute large school districts in the United States 
begin to flex and become consumer-friendly. By transforming public schooling into an edu­
cational marketplace, districts and schools are forced 10 continually refonn themselves in 
order to maintain steady pankipation by local families. 

This study affirmed that attitudinal, climatic and cultural shifts occur within school districts 
due to the introduction of charter laws, chaner schools and other types of public school 
choice. However, the data suggest a cornplicaced pattern of responses in public schools and 
school districts where the impact of charters and the response of dist rices are rightly braided 
together. While increased responsiveness and attention to student outcomes were part of 
many schools' responses, several other impacts and responses emerged from the data including 
increr1sed pressure and sLress on teachers and principals; cycles of hostility, vilification, and 
co11flict occurring within school districts and local communities; nnd a loss of or increase in 
morale of craditlonal school teachers. Within the school districts affecred by charter schools 
that were studied, a number of different changes had been occurring that frequencly appear 
cornradictory or paradoxical. 

Varying levels of conflict occurred within and between v.irio11s constituencies when charter 
schools were formed. Charters formed in cooperation with districts schools or initiated by 
school district leadership experienced less hostility than those formed as a critical reaction co 
the disnicc schools. Chaners were not always the focus of contentious debate within local com· 
municies. In several districts studied, charters were proposed, accepted, and created without 
significant conflict arising. This tended to occur when the chaner offered a program for at· 
risk students or other students with speciaJ needs, when it was situated in a well-funded, heavily­
resourced district, or when it was formed in cooperation with the school district. 

In Tucson, Arizona, where the earliest charters were designed to ""attract students who are 
disillusioned with the regular public schools." teachers freely had referred appropriate students 
to the chaner school. The principal of a local high school insisted. 

\Ve cion 't tee/ rompetirive. We rhink Ir"& having 11 podi ti ve ebbect on our population beca u1e o~ 
tile type ot &flldenr6 f/wl are arrracted to the charter Jclioo/1> in Tuc1>on. 

In Stillwater, Minnesota, a charter school served ac-risk students who had not succeeded 
in the traditional high schools. and teachers seemed to feel Hille conflict about the school. In 
Dillon, Colorado, one seventh grade teacher commented on "a huge difference'' in ber school 
once the chaner opened: 

T/1ere wa1> a oe9mcr1t ob our popularion that wa6 gone. TI1e.v wcri~ kid& /hat IOok a fol ob teacher 
time. Tlt ey were kid&-nor- to &ay n/l //1e kic/6 rllere were like rhio-hu1 there wa1, a good µonion 
ot kid& who I would &ay had emotional and he/wvioral µrobl emL. Ir made the 1>chool calmer. 
e1Mier ro tea ell. We didn ·r have nearly ao many behavioral problcmJ. when thou kind.I ob kid6 
weren "t /1crc. 

J\ teacher in Adams County# 12, Colorado, expressed his satisfaction at having a charcer 
school for gifted and talented srudencs sh.1re a school building with a district middle school: 
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I bee/ It (,1 a big l.:udo tor rhe glbted and ralented charter .ichoo/ ro be liere. l>ecauu we 5eI an 
intfux ob dibberent thing& going on In rhe building. So I'm kind ob happy they're here. 

Yet in other places the proposal. debate, acceptance, and appearance of charters had 
sparked great conflict within schools and local communities. This appeared common in rural 
areas where a single charter school could enroll a significant ponion of srudents from the small 
local district. One Colorado teacher noticed powerful hostility suffusing the community during 
the fonnative stages of a charter forming ln her ruraJ district: 

Ar the very beginning there wa,1 a 101 ob animoMry and re&entmenl abour the charter'& beginning ... 
people rook ii per&onal/y beeau&e it belt like rile .ichoo/ board wa.1 Mying to u,1, 'Jou ·re not sood 
enough . .io we're gonna ctllow tllitl cl1arter 6chool ro ,Harr . .. Since then. there ·l been uirrualfy no 
communication between the charter and our Jchool. 

The formation of a charter school in Queen Creek, Arizona, a rural district in the East Valley 
of PhoenLx resulted in great divisiveness in the local commwiity. One staff member insisted, 
"The community just totally split in half. Neighbors quil talking Lo neighbors. Friends quit 
talking to each other." Another observed, 

I've tound sreat di11i,1ion in rite commun/r_y. I've iound rhat teacher& who have been here any 
len5f/1 oj rime are very re&entbul ob rhc t_ypc o~ aduerti&ing the charter i& doing and the rype ot 
comment& that are ma<le about the tradlllonal public &choo/6. Teacher& rc,1enr the 6ac1 that we 
ore being di6CU66ed 06 a below-uuerag-c ,1chool. a &ehool that doe&n 't teach anything. We euen 
had a per,wn who claid that all Spa11id/1-&peakin9 children were &ent /tome at noon. Complete 
bal6chood,1 were bro11ght our about the 6cl100J. And we were re&entjul ot that. 

A fourth grade teacher in the district added, "The community has been divided, badly di­
vided, to the point of being nasty to each other, not speaking to each other." 

In one Massachusetts district, teachers who had accepted jobs in the new chaner school 
before they finished their work for the year in a district school experienced hostility from their 
former colleagues. One principal in this district described children no longer talking to ocher 
children and parents not permitting their children co play with friends whose families had 
taken the other side in the chaner school deba1es. A sixth grade teacher who was an activist 
in the union opposing charter schools found that her long-!ime teaching panner had 
accepted a position in a local chaner school: 

I wa& kind ob deua&Ia1ed la&r year wllen my own teaching panner lebt me. She I& now ar tile 
charier clchoo/. She neuer told me. I heard abou r it brom the principal ... I ju&r couldn ·1 imagine 
,1omebody that I'd lat1ght with every day tor &euen or eight yeart. wbmlrrlng her letter ob re&/gnalion. 

One charter school principal in Michigan shared stories he had heard from the parents 
who send their children to his school. He believed animosity became strongest when parents' 
friends "were teachers in a rraditional public school and in the teacher union's ranks. That's 
where !'d say senc.imem is suongesc against charter schools by far. In wLich.igan it's particularly 
srrong because we're such a union state.'' He saw much divisiveness among parents' peer groups. 

Charter school founders and school district personnel all have choices to make about the 
kinds of relationship they would like to see established between the charter school and the 
district. Some charter school founders interviewed for th.is study felt as if they had sacrificed 
the integrity and autonomy of their school in order co "buy" the support of the disrrict or the 
union and avoid ill-feelings. While most of the charter schools that had begun wilh COl)temious 
relationships to local school districts found the relationship improving after two or three years 
of operation, a few oF the districts in this study had maintained tense and uncooperative rela­
tionships with charter schools for over three years. 



Under what circumstances 
do school districts respond 
to charter laws and charter 
schools by accelerating 
school improvement efforts? 

Finding :,o: The districts in this srudy 
which had experienced high levels of 
impact usually exhibited responses to 
charters, though not necessarily at a high 
level; districts which had experienced low 
levels of impact generally exhibited low 
levels of response or no response at all. 

Personnel in several school districts 
chat were studied had not felt panicular 
pressure to improve their schools due to 
the development of charter schools. Most 
of these cases were highly-acclaimed 
school districts that were weU-rcsourccd 
and well-respected in local communities. 
Hence in seeking to determine factors 
that allow charters to function strate­
gically to spark improvement in district 
schools, it is important to acknowledge 
that some public school districts in which 
charters were located had alread~1 suc­
ceeded in developing strong, successful 
educational offerings while others were 
well on the road to successful school im­
provement before charters were initiated . 

Th.is research suggests the existence 
of a relationship benveen level of impact 
and district response to charter schools. 
There was a correlation between some of 
the levels or kinds of impact experienced 
by school districts and the levels or kinds 
of response by the district. Additional 
research is needed to fully understand 
this complex relationship. Vvhile it was 
clear chat districts which had experienced 
heavy impact from charters showed 
some response, this was often a moderate 
response, rather than a strong one. Occa­
sionally the response focused on improved 
public relations rather than substantive 
changes in educational programs. The 
districts which had not experienced 
significant impact from charters tended 
to offer little or no response. 

There were also some obseivable 
relationships benveen the nature of 
impacr and the nature of response. This 
was most pronounced when themacic 
charters formed and offered educational 

programs which district schools had not 
offered or offered to a limited extent, 
resulting in turning away families seeking 
such options. District schools often re­
sponded by offering a similar rype of 
program, although sometimes in a some­
what muted form compared to that of 
the charter school. Districts which had 
experienced strong impacts from charters 
genera!ly responded in ways which 
included improved public relations and 
stronger communication with parents. 

Finding t 11 : A variety of factors other 
than the nature and degree of impact 
seemed to contribute to school district 
response to charters, including the over­
all ecology of school choice in the district, 
student performance, a criTical mass of 
charters in the area, communicy aware­
ness of charters, and clisrrict leadership. 
Districts which exhibited a high level of 
responsiveness to charters usually had 
refom1-minded leaders who seized on 
charters as a strategic tool to step up 
reforms in their districts. 

This study considered factors 1,vhich 
resulted in traditional public schools and 
school districts responding to charters in 
ways that resulced in improved educa­
tional opportunities for the students who 
were not attending chaner schools. While 
some theorists have suggested that an 
economic loss (lhe loss of financing) is the 
incentive needed for school districts to 
engage earnestly in reform efforls, tJ1is 
study uncovered a range of additional 
factors driving public school reform with­
in school districts: 

(a) T/1e Overnll lco/05.Y o~ 
School C/Joice 

Charters were not the only public 
school-choice option available in most 
of the states smdied. Sometimes a com­
bination of choice options had served ro 
motivate dis1rict personnel into more 
expeditious reform efforts. [n states such 
as Minnesota. l'vlassachusetts, Michigan, 
and Colorado, it was difficult for infor­
mants ro distinguish between the effects 
of varying choice options. The cwnulative 
effect of several discinct. in1errclated 
choice options seemed to drive several 
district-wide reform efforts. 

(b) Student Perbormance 

Student performance on standard­
ized tests had contributed lo district 
response to charters in seven\J ways. 
Superinrendems, principals, and teachers 
from high-performing districts tended to 
discowu the impt1ct of chaners and often 
appeared committed to preventing con­
troversies surrounding charters from 
distracting them from lheir already well­
proven efforts. Charters in these districts 
often had been motivated by families 
seeking smaUer school settings or specific 
educational alternatives. During the rime 
of this study, two disnicrs located in dif­
ferent states had received disappointing 
test results and personnel in these dis­
tricts worried that the combined effect of 
lhe test results and the charter schools 
would result in drastic changes to the 
workings of rhe district. Clearly overall 
student achievement in a district played 
an imponant role in spurring or stifling 
response to charters. 

(c) enrollment Level6 

The departure of significant numbers 
of students to charter schools was clearly 
a factor motivating intensified reform 
efforts for several of lhe school districts 
in tJ1is study. Ranging from dozens, to 
hundreds, to thousands of students, rhc 
"felt-loss" of smdents was usually tied to 
a loss of financing. Few subjects inter­
viewed for this study disagreed that finan­
cial losses might spur a district to refom1, 
yet some felt personal pride was as great 
a motivating factor. The loss of students 
was understood to result in a loss of pride 
for tJ1c superintendent or principal. who 
would then respond in a spirit of com­
petition to win back the srudents and 
the financing. 

A major factor mitigating the respon­
siveness of the districts studied involved 
rising school-age populations. Even 
though dis1ricts may have lost several 
hundred students to charters, if they 
were seeing an influx of new smdents to 

their area, this served to off-set the char­
ter-related loss and minimize the ''felc­
loss" of financing. Several superinten­
dents interviewed spoke supportively of 
charters. One Arizona superintendent 
described rrancically trying 10 build new 
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schools to meet the rising demand and argued that charters "siphoned ofr' students in a 
helpful way. 

(d) A Critical. MaM ot Charter Schoolo 

One or two small charter schools in large urban districts did not seem to significantly 
spur reform throughout the district. Yet the same number of schools in small, rural districts 
might have had a major effect on the district's operations. Clearly the "critical mass" necessary 
to have a felt-impact on a district is related to district size. Several subjects thought that a 
specific level of market dens.iiy was necessary to jolt school districts into action. Additional 
research in varying locations and contexts might aim to understand what constitutes a critical 
mass of charters that would prove capable of igniting reform energies within districts. 

(e) Media Attention and Community AwareneM ob the Charter tttort 

!t became clear throughout this study that media coverage surrounding the development 
of charter schools often had had a crucial impact on the ~vays in which school district personnel 
responded to the charter. There did not seem to be a simple. predictable pa teem of response, 
but several superintendents and principals indicated that they had felt compelled to respond 
aggressively when the level of discourse concerning charters became significant in their com­
munities. 1f a charter school had been fom1ed in a district, yet had received little media atten­
tion and the local community had been uninfom1ed of its presence, it was less likely to have 
inspired response from the local district than if its formation had been accompanied by signi­
ficant public debate. 

(b) Charter Po/icie6 Which Allow For Multiple Sponc1orc1 ot Charter Schoolc1 

States which had policies that provided for the chanering of new schools only through the 
local district showed significantly less evidence of reform effects from the development of 
charter schools than ctid states which allowed for multiple sponsors. While district officials fre­
quently saw laws which allo..,ved for multiple sponsors as undermining their authority and 
ability to oversee educational improvement in their district, the sites in this study where greatest 
effects were occurring were <1lmost entirely in states with policies which allow for multiple 
sponsors. District personnel on at least five occasions in this study acknowledged -some­
times begrudgingly-that charters had served to "jump-start" tJ1eir efforts at reform. While 
they initially had opposed charters and the chartering had been accomplished outside their 
authority, they felt that district schools ultimately had benefited from the dynamics introduced 
by the charter school. 

(s) Dic1trict and School Leader6iltp 

When informants were asked "'What brings about positive reforms within public educa• 
tion?" the leadership of che district and of individual schools was frequently cited. Severa1 
superintendents, central office administrators, and principals saw charrcr legislation as an 
opportunity to aggressively move forward efforts to improve district schools. Most did not. In 
one district. the leadership of the stclte superimendent of schools was cited as well. This study 
uncovered several districts where the superintendent and/ or school committee had taken 
aggressive leadership to rcfom1 schools in order to head off efforts to open charter schools. 
In addition to the economic losses resulting from students enrolling in charters, reform-minded 
leadership was cited most frequently as key to the improvement of public schools. 

During the design phase of this srudy, several researchers argued that leaders and employ­
ees of public school dist1icts interviewed would not credit charter schools for increasing efforcs 
at reform and would attribute improvements and innovations to 0U1er sources. The data indi­
cated otherwise. School superintendents, central office administrators, principals and teachers 
frequently credited charter schools, or the debates surrounding charter schools, with motivating 
more earnest efforts at school refom1. 

Several school districts in the suburbs of Denver, Colorado, were the sites of significant 
reform initiatives linked to charters. A principal ofa middle school in Adams County ltl2 said, 
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I'm a perdon wllo believeJ that a little comperltion tor the pub/le dchool 6.)'<ltem wouldn ·r be n 

bad 1l1ing. at, Ions ad lr"d iair and not de&rructive ln nature ... I think hauius charier dc/10O16 
rhar are wU/1in the umbrella ob the public dchool t>yMem-tliat dOrl ot &cree116 out rile ideological 
at>pectd ro o large degree-it> a good way to 90. /t't> a nice compromi&e ... So I thin I: rlie more 
choice!> and optiont, we have bor people. tile belier, 06 tong er we keep the pfa_yins tield even ... 
The eharrer dchool had given 1eacher<1 rhe idea rilal there it> a1101hcr t>y&tem . We need to make 
&ure that our product. i~ you wi/f. our <1ervice. if> ad Merling and aJ pollt>hed ad poJ<11b/e becau<!>e 
people could rum ro another way ob doing 1l1i6. 

One urban district in this study illustrated that the opening of charter schools can serve 
as a ca1alyst for significant response on the pan of a large urban disrricr. In the Phoenix Un.ion 
High School Disrrict in Ar:i2ona, district leadership had initiated aggressive refom1 effons in 
response to chaner schools. A deputy superintendent in the dis1ric1 said. 

I rllink ib charter legi6lation didn"t come abour-/'ue been here oeven year1,. and we preny much 
look today at> we did 1,even year<!> aso. 0<1 we did tJeveral yeart, bebore rhar. Bur I can guarantee 
llrnt next tall &ehoolt> wW look ditberent. niere wiff be d/t/,erenr J/zed &c/Jool,1. rhere will be dibier­

e11 r contigumtiontJ. We will have a year-round 6Chool. We rlo have a block de/Jed tiled dchool 
lhid year and 1/iar ma.)' not be a ret>ult ot competlt/011, bur ir'd a rcJu/r ob delivering a better 
product. And I think that whole product, ret>u/11,-drivcn ebbort ro redet,lgn 6choofo Wat, l1e/g/11e11ed 

and tl1en moued more quickly becauM ot rile comperltlon trom charter t>choo/t,, 

The superintendent of the Nau set Regional School Disuict in tvlc1ssachuse11s spoke ac 
length about using the new chaner school t.hat had been initiated ln his district as pan of a 
strategy to reform the district's middle school. He argued that the charter initiative could 
benefit his dis1ric1 if it spurred administrators and teachers to greater responsiveness and if it 
motivated school personnel to regularly rethink an.d re-envision their work. In Georgia, where 
the charter school initiative is part of the state's School Improvement Program, educational 
leaders in rhc Bartow County School District used the charter process "as a means that would 
allow them co improve education for children and get parents more involved." The superin­
tendent oft.he district who facilitated the move towards cha.rtcring said, 

My job and the Jy&tem level Jlabl ·6 Jobti wlll rurn more a11<1 more Into being a wpporr lHMe. We 
will buncrion in a way that will 6Upporr more ob what tile tid1ool6 are doins. lnotead ob senerarlns 
Mubt ar the J_ydfem level. Ir will be developed at rite 6Clloo/ leve l. \Vear rite 6_y61em level will 
derve 10 wpport the &chool. I dee 11 changing more jrom n dlcrororio/ role 10 a tacllltaror role. 
We lie/µ ~aci/irare what they want ro make happen. 

Seven of the district"s lO elementary schools had become charters and the at.her t.hree were 
in process, as were t.he dis trier's midd.Je schools and high school. 

finding #12: lnfom1anr.s disagreed about whether creating a competitive environmcnr for 
dis1ric1s leads 10 school improvemem. Some beljeved it does, OtJ1ers saw competition as harm­
ful and believed educators prefer collaboration and are motivated by the needs of students or 
personal pride in I.heir work rather than compelition over enrollment, awards. or reputation. 

When superintendents, teachers and principaJs were asked to list factors that rnotiva1e 
school personnel to create qualiry learning environmen1s for students, two contrnsting per­
spectives emerged. One viewpoint saw competition as a powerful and helpful force that 
keeps people on their toes and inspires a striving cowards excellence. A superintendent from 
Georgia succinctly ,captured this perspective: 

Competition 16 good tor the public t>c/1001 6J6tem juM !Ike ir"6 sood bor bu<1lneM ... 11·6 good ~or 
the kid,1 and keep6 euer:yone on their toe6. It workJ ogoln61 beins /crltarglc and u11re&po11t,iue. 

A Massachusetts superintendent exemplified the view thnr competition is necessary for 
the healthy functioning of schools when he argued: 



Intonnant6 di6a9reed 

about whether 

creat"ing a competitive 

environment uor 

diMrict6 lead6 to 

6Chool improvement. 

21 

I think we·re beginning to dee dome healrhy benetlt brom the competition. me day abter the 
charter 6Chool wo& announced. I walked Into an odminiMrator6 · meeting, to6ud on the rable a 
copy ot David Halbewam ·6 The Reckoning. and Mid. 'Who do you want to be-Honda or General 
Motor& r Tiiar metaphor ha6 ployed ltoelb out. Our middle &chool. which id the 6choof at whlcll 
the charrer ochool i6 aimed, wad by any ra Ilona/ Manda rd the leaM &ucceMbul &chool In the 
dlMrict ... ltd tedt 6core6 were mediocre ... Ir had a bocu/ry rhat wa6 de~endiue and complacent.. 

T11e charter 6chool wa& a wal.e-up call. like it or not. me bact i& that the parent6 ot more than 
100 kid6 &aid. "We want our kid& out ... ·· Charter tichoolo den.Jed notice to everybody that compla­
cency wa6t1 ·r an option ... W/th no competition. people 6how up to wort do what they con&ider 
to be their job6, so home ~eeling tired, 6ali&bled. bu/billed-you pick it. The un~omrnate reality 
perhapo i6 rhat file competition torced U6 to lock in a mirror and a6k who we were. who we 
wanted to be. why the&e people had chooen to leave u&. and what we were gonna do abou1 if. 

Some charter schools were founded out of an adversarial relationship with the district 
schools; this adversarial relationship was often felt acutely by educators working in the district. 
In describing various relationships charter schools have had with district schools in Colorado, 
one superintendent said, 

I think &ometime6 it beeld con tentiou6 and / think oometlme& they have been bred ob adver6ity. 
Our6 wa6 bred o~ adueroity. People who were very unhappy with the middle 6choo( bounded the 
charter. So their earlier pub/le re/atlon6 wa6 'We're gonna &ef th/6 up becau6e the rnlddle &chool 
6tink6 1'" Thid wa& very broad-ba&ed. hannbul. Oh. It did nor beet good. It did not ~eel good. 

Another superintendent interviewed believed competition is destructive and felt that 
educators are motivated by factors such as pride and a commitment to educating the child. 
A social studies teacher in a uaditional school in Tucson insisted, 

I don't think we need the prcMure at thi6 6Chool . We /101Je extremely dedicated teacher6, And I 
rcoenr the attitude that change ha6 to come trom without. by competition. and that people who 
aren't certibicd--{lnd I think in charter 6choof6 you don 't have ro have certitication-that they 're 
going to be able to make more ob a dilberence than public &chool reacher& . I think lt'o a baflacy. 
What drlue& uo a& teacher& io love ob our &tudentl>. Concern ior their buture. the buture cb our 
cfry or our notion. 

Another fifth grade teacher in Denver echoed these sentiments: 

I don ·t do my Job ba&ed on thinking /have a competitor. I do it ba6ed on J..'11.owms tllor the child 
necdl> to grow up and have a good education to get 60rnewhere. That'& what motivated me. 

While it was unclear whether creating a compet.itive environment for a school district al-
ways promoted positive changes or encouraged an array of changes where the good outweighed 
the bad, the informants in this study, Including traditional public school superintendents, dis­
trict personnel, and principals, spoke thoughtfully and occasionally passionately about this 
topic. Many saw public school choice as one catalyst for school improvement in their districts. 

finding .:,3: This research suggests charter schools may have contributed to srntewide reform 
efforts that have no formal connection to charters, 

One charter school founder wondered whether Minnesota's site-based management ini­
tiative hadn't been spurred by the success locally which charter schools have had as site-based 
managed organizations. When asked why she thought the initiative had been related to chaners, 
she responded, 

Well it &eem6 ro iollow 011 the heel6 and lt"6 alwayd o nesotiatlng chip: rather rhan pU6h tor more 
bor charter 6. why don't we do more within the oy&tem? And ib charter6 can do that. then why 
can ·t we do if wlthfn the t,yMem? So il'o rhere to po&e que&tion& to people. I think rhat'6 one 
ot the intan9ible thing& that you'd have to track through legidlatiue te6rimony to ue how man_y 
time& that·d the sambit. 
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The deputy superintendent of an Arizona school disrricr credited charter schools with 
improving that slate's financing process for all public schools and loosening regulations sur­
rounding teacher certification: 

Same-year tuudin~(6 been talked about tor yean. but ib II wa6n 't bor charter 6Choo/6-the 6ta re 
6uperi111e11denr. &he'& l/1e one who decided how we're going to do the tunding, pointed tl!i6 out 
ro the legi&lature CM imt,air .. . So they changed the {aw which clo6cd the loopho/e ... Srate /lcenMng 
bor teaching i& a/60 cha 11ging. Since the charter 6Chool law Ll/06 put il1. ir'6 ea6ier to become 

cerlfbied l>ecmu,e the ch a,·ter 6chool1>. they don't have to cenity in our Mate. 

Other informants wondered whether the current expanded use of reconstitution of failing 
schools and the creation of stronger systems of school accountability in their areas could be 
attributed in part 10 charter schools' trailblazing in these areas. 

Finding ~,4 : Advocates and opponents of charter legislation and many of the state policy­
makers interviewed for this study often inaccurately characterized the overall effects which 
charter schools have had on school districts. 

People involved in the contentious poLitical debates surrounding charter schools frequently 
misrepresented the impact which charter schools have had on public school districts. Charter 
school movement activists, union leaders, representatives of education groups, administrators 
in state departments of education, and elected officials often made claims about how school 
districts had been affected by chaners and presented compelling examples which fit their ide­
ological beliefs. Yet when evidence was sought to substantiate these claims, a different picture 
often emerged. 

This misrepresentation took several forms: the use of anecdotal infonnation focused on 
outstanding charters or charter school failures to encourage people to mistake statistical out­
liers for typical cases; the denial or exaggeration of the number of stUdents opting out of district 
schools or financing lost by some districts: a tendency to a1tribute all changes occurring in dis­
tricts co charters when other, independent dynamics may have served as the primaiy impetus. 

r:ew inforrnanrs appeared to engage in willful misrepresentation or deliberately altered 
facts to fie their arguments. More commonly, the pressures of the politicaJ debate seemed to 
motivale people to reduce complexity, exaggerate impact, or simplistically characterize dynamic 
and multi-faceted processes. 
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Policy Recommendations 

One aim of this research study was to develop recommendn1ions for policymakers 10 
con.sider as they confront legislative proposals regarding charter laws and chancr schools. 
Several recommendations emerge from an analysis of che data: 

Recommendation 1 1: Policymakers crafting chancr school laws shouJd clarify the legislation's 
aims regarding Lhe overall effect on school disnicts. If spurring overall district reform is 
the intent behind charter laws. poliq makers should consider bot.h these laws· impact on 
school districts and the districts' response. Policies aimed at achieving a critical mass of 
charters in a particular area and efforts which gamer significant media anendon for char­
ters may result in heightened impact on districts; policies created to allow more than one 
entiry 10 sponsor chancrs may result in increased response from districts. 

Recommendation '2: The leadership of professional associations of superimendents and 
school board members should step up effons to educate their members about chancrs, 
respond to their concerns, and allow rhem 10 discuss charters with peers who arc success­
fully utilizing charter laws as pan of an overall reform strategy. Because this study suggests 
1.hal superintendents and school board members play pivotal roles in determining the 
district ·s response to charters, these interest groups must receive considerable education 
and opportunity to debate chaner laws. 

Recommendation 113: Policymnkers should seriously consider ways 10 ensure that urban 
educators, charier school advocates, union acLivists, .in<l other leaders of refonn effons 
engage in collaborative effons 10 develop an urban srratcgy for charter schools which en­
courages charters to contribute energe1ically 10 overall systemic improvement and spurs 
district responsiveness to charters. 

Recommcnciation ~I, : Policymakers should ensure that evalimtions of the state's charter 
policy include a detailed ass<!ssmenl of impac1, response, ;ind overall effects on districts. 
vVhilc statewide evaluations of chaner policies should assess student achievement and 
ev<1lua1c overall school performance in the state's charter schools, resources should be 
devoted periodicnlly to an assessment of how school dis1rlcts may he changing in the a(ter­
mnth of this reform initiative. 

Recommendation ~s: Researchers assessing the effects of charters on school districts should 
recognize Lhat systemic change rarely occurs swif1ly uric.I c.lramaticaUy and avoid imposing 
inappropriate cxpecrations and unrealistic time frames on the chancr/district d}'11amic. 
Long-term ethnographic srndies of the effects of charter schools on school districts shouJd 
be initiated. Special auention should be del'oted to locations where charier policies are 
inspiring reform and resuJ1ing in improved student achievement in the district schools . 
Such studies might ask: Whal kinds of charter laws and what kinds of chaner school spur 
systemic change? What specific conditions, facrnrs, and dynamics are necessary co allow 
char1ers to trigger district-wide improvements? 

Recommendation 3 6: Distr.ic1 superintendents, cemral administration personnel. principals, 
and school board members should redesign 1heir planning processes for an era of increased 
public school choice. New systems, schedules, and processes might improve budgeting 
and planning for c.apitaJ improvements, enrollment levels, and personnel shifts anc.l allow 
districts to anticipate changes brought about by school choice options. 

Re com me11datio11 17: If policymakers create charter laws with Ihe in1ernion of distric1s 
transferring pedagogical innovations from the chancrs to traditional public schools, they 
should examine carefully ways in which charter laws may polarize constituencies which 
are Intended 10 work collaboratively. They should analyze the impact charter laws are 
having on school disrricts-panicularly in I.he areas of financing, redistribution of ad minis­
'rat ive time, swdent placement concerns, and the loss of particular kinds of smden1s to 
niche-focused chnrters-and work with districts to phm for these and other changes. 
Polic~'lllakers should be aware of a possible dilemma here: Creating policies which allow 
for sponsors besides the local district may produce more innovative schools yet may 
encourage a polarization among educators which precludes mutual exchange. 
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