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Can Charter Schools Save LA’s Education System?

Introduction: Arguably, education is the key to the prosperity, prestige and security of any country.  The United States - universally acknowledged as the most powerful country in the world – can retain that status only if its education system is not only competitive but superior to its rivals. 


Currently our secondary education system ranks 10th in the world and shows few signs of improving in the near term. Presidents back to Lyndon Johnson [1965] have sought ways to improve pre-college education. Successive presidents have poured billions of dollars into state education systems in an attempt to affect their improvement. But improvement has been slow and finding ways to speed that process is one of President Obama’s greatest and most pressing challenges.  


California is looked to as a key to national economic recovery and increased worldwide competitiveness. But if education is the key to success there is more cause for pessimism than optimism. Our pre-college level education has gone from first in the nation in the 1950s and 60s to near or at the bottom among the 50 states. One may point to myriad reasons for this decline but national statistical studies leave little doubt that our schools fail to prepare many of our graduates for the rigors of the university classroom or the competitive nature of the workplace. 


Despite the efforts of the last four governors and billions of dollars spent on education, students in California regularly score lower on national standardized math and reading achievement tests than their counterparts in most other States. Even though there has been some slight improvement in our national level standardized tests scores other states are also improving at about the same rate.  California retains its two decades long national bottom-dwelling status in 2010.

The most recent vehicle for improving primary and secondary education in California [and much of the country] is the Charter School. Charter schools were first authorized in 1992 and currently number nearly 5,000. California leads the country with 800+ charter schools – 141 in the LA area. Communities throughout the State are swamped with applications to grant even more charters.

But do Charter schools hold the answer or are they useful only as a way of focusing on minority and disadvantaged students? This discussion brief provides some basic information on the LAUSD and on Charter schools in particular.
1. Profile of the LA Unified School District [LAUSD]: LAUSD is the second largest school system in the United States and one of the largest in the world. It comprises 980 schools that accommodate approximately 700,000 students taught by nearly 45,500 full time teachers. Demographically, the student body is 

73% Hispanic, 11% African American, 9% White and 4% Asian. The remaining and 3% includes Native Americans, Samoan and others.

a. Objective evaluation - LA’s education system is measured through two types of testing. The first way is through nationally approved standardized tests in math and reading. These tests results are the basis for national evaluation and comparison. National standardized testing – no matter how imperfect – provide an objective means of measuring student performance throughout the United States.
The second objective way to measure effectiveness is through exit exams. The ‘No Child Left Behind’ legislation required states to implement ‘exit exams’ as a way to measure the academic achievement of high school seniors against required curriculum standards. California high school exit exams only measure schools within the State and are not useful for comparison with educational system in other states. Exit exams throughout the country vary widely in terms of content, grade level tested and ultimate use. 

California’s exit exam results do not measure up well with other large states in that: 

1. We tests students at a lower grade level than most states [6th grade level for math and 10th grade level for reading]. 

2.  We test in fewer subjects than most states [2 v 4 for Texas and 6 for New York and North Carolina].

3.  We offer more opportunities for our students to retake the exit exams than most states [6 v 2 for Texas and New York].

4. We do not make major changes in the tests when they are retaken. Often the same exam is given repeatedly to students trying to pass.

           b. Subjective evaluation - The second way we measure education results is through the eyes of those who deal with recent high school graduates. In 2008 a tenured instructor in one of LA’s Community Colleges wrote to the Los Angeles Times complaining that few of his entering students could write a coherent sentence, undertake college level research or communicate intelligibly in class or in general conversation. 

His criticism applied to graduates of LA’s high schools as a whole not simply to the disadvantaged. LA schools are caught in a vicious cycle:  poor elementary schools lead to ill prepared high school students to academically deficient graduates. In his view three systemic problems have brought our schools to this sorry state: 

1. There is great pressure to pass students to the next grade whether they are ready or not ultimately pushing them to the final step – graduation.

2. These same deficient students are then graduated with the expectation that they are prepared for college.

3.They then are admitted to community colleges because under mandate from California all high school ‘graduates’ - regardless of GPA or exit exam scores - must be accepted. 

In his view LA’s Community Colleges have been reduced to little more than glorified remedial academies for grossly under-qualified high school graduates. Political and economic pressure on community colleges to retain and graduate as many students as possible has led to a ‘dumbing-down’ of teaching and a precipitous lowering of academic standards.

While the negative assessment above may seem extreme it is shared by a large segment of the faculty of community colleges and California’s universities. Both levels of evaluation - the system of testing and the observations of faculty – reach the same conclusion. Our high schools are performing at an unacceptably low level academically.

c. An unexpected external evaluation - The December 2009 special edition of US News & World Report [USNWR] listed the top 100 High Schools in the country. Given the generally negative view of California’s schools it was a surprise to learn that we placed twenty of our high schools on this honor role.  Six of these top high schools were in the greater LA area. On first blush official national statistics and the USNWR article seemed strangely out of synch.

Upon closer examination of the USNWR listing however, it turned out that 12 of California’s 20 ‘premier’ high schools were relatively small Charter High Schools. Student populations in 80% of these schools were predominantly white and relatively affluent. Only 12 of California’s schools on the list had populations over 1,000 and only two had more than 2,000 students. Only two of the top 20 were located in what one would call the ‘inner city’ and only three of the twenty had racial and ethnic mixes that matched up with the LAUSD norms [two of those in the LA area]. 


Only one of the LA’s 6 high schools had a population of over 1,000 the rest averaged about 500 students. Only two of the high schools had racial and ethnic mixes comparable to the general LAUSD school population. All six LA schools accepted students by application rather than LAUSD assignment. Four of the six LA high schools had ‘merit based admissions’ – meaning applicants had to show some special aptitude or skill level to be accepted. 


None of LA’s traditional schools – 90% of all of our schools – made the list. One may then assume that the charter schools are doing something right. In the section that follows we will discuss charter schools and try to discern why they seem to work so well.

3. What are Charter Schools and why do they excel where traditional schools falter? This is an important question in the sense that the Bush Administration poured billions of dollars into states to encourage the startup and operation of Charter Schools. The Obama Administration is following up on the Bush initiative by promoting further expansion of Charter schools and offering $5 Billion in federal funding as an incentive to states that accept them. 

Charter schools are publicly funded elementary or secondary schools open to all students who wish to apply. They are established and run variously by groups of parents and teachers, non-profit civic organizations and for profit corporations set up especially for that purpose. The founders of Charter Schools are motivated by concerns that traditional public schools are not providing an adequate education for their children, are not safe enough or lack imagination and innovation.  They differ from traditional schools in three ways: 

First, even though Charter schools draw their students from within LAUSD they rely on applicants willing to undertake the more demanding programs of study and have demonstrated their capabilities in traditional schools. However, because most of these schools are relatively small in comparison to traditional schools more than half have far more applicants than space. This situation allows schools to have a greater control over admissions. 

Charter schools – unlike traditional schools – select their students, set higher academic achievement goals for them and enforce their own campus disciplinary rules regarding behavior, standards of dress and decorum. They have the right to dismiss students who do not meet their academic or disciplinary standards. When dismiss the student is then returned to the traditional schools in their district. 

Second, charter school governing bodies are not remote from the school but consist of faculty, administrators and parents. They are empowered to hire and fire principals, administrators and teachers without being bound by union seniority and tenure rules.

Charter schools are encouraged to seek innovative ways of conveying knowledge. All of these schools feature hands-on instruction, smaller classes, daily homework, remedial programs and systems of mentors and tutors to assist poorly performing students. They have tough teacher evaluation standards employ frequent in-class observation and have regular meetings with parents. Accountability is far stricter than in the traditional schools.

Third, although some Charter Schools faculty are unionized it is their choice to join or not [traditional schools’ faculty must join]. This means that while teachers and administrators benefit from district wide Union contractual arrangements 

they are not subject to the political and pedagogical philosophies of public service unions. 

There are 141 Charter Schools in the greater LA area serving 57,000 students. Some charter schools provide a curriculum that specializes in a certain field—e.g. the arts, mathematics, languages, etc. All charter schools attempt to provide a better and more efficient general education program than the traditional schools in their communities. LA has four types of charter schools:
a. ‘Charter Management Organizations’ operate half of LA’s Charter Schools. There are five private for profit educational corporations running charter schools.. Two of these chains are national [KIPP and Green Dot] and the other three are California based [Aspire, Bright Star and Crescendo]. These schools serve LA’s historically lowest performing school districts.

 
LA has 68 such schools with a total enrolment of 22,000. These schools primarily attract Hispanics [68%] and African Americans [30%]. Only about 1% of their student bodies are Asian or White. Even though they tend to be at the low end of the scale of charter schools in proficiency testing with math scores of 32% and reading levels at 38% they exceed the results of traditional schools in their areas.


b. Independent start-ups are schools organized and run by local groups of parents and teachers who go through the charter process on their own. There are currently 55 independent start-ups enrolling 15,200 students. About 60% of their students are Hispanic, 20% African American, 15% White and 5% Asian. These schools score slightly better than the Charter Management schools with scores of about 40% on math proficiency tests and about 46% on reading tests. 


c. Independent Conversion Charter Schools are former traditional schools that have been converted through faculty vote to charter schools. There are currently seven such campuses enrolling about 13,100 students. Their enrollments reflect somewhat less ethnic diversity in that Hispanics make up 59%, African Americans only 7%, Whites 21% and Asians about 10%. Their test achievement levels [Math 45% and reading 57%] are somewhat higher than independent startups. 


d. Affiliated Conversion Charter Schools formerly were traditional schools that unlike the Independent Conversion schools still remain under LA Unified School District’s budgetary control. LA currently has 11 campuses with nearly 7,000 students. They are predominantly white [55%] with 21% Hispanic, 12% African American and 11% Asian. They score exceptionally well on proficiency tests with score for math at 74% and reading at 75%. 

5. The Bottom Line: There is a certain irony in our current love affair with Charter Schools. To a greater extent than even its strongest advocates may recognize these schools mirror the successful approach of our traditional public schools of the 1950s and 60s. School boards then stressed accountability, innovative teaching methods, discipline and rigid academic standards. These traditional schools were successful before the advent of the powerful teachers unions and the era of repetitive curriculum experimentation of the late 1960s and 70s. The fact that Charter schools routinely out score traditional schools – even in the same neighborhoods, with similar students – on all levels of academic competitiveness indicates that they must be doing something right.

Matters for Discussion

a. Are these specialized schools ‘elitist’ in that they select their students through applications and interviews?

b. Do these schools make California’s education system better or do they tend to mask traditional school problems? 

c. Does the management of many charter schools by ‘for profit’ corporations make their continued sponsorship more fragile?  
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