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Q&A Zith IDEA Public Schools
founder Tom Torkelson

By Melissa B. Taboada | Friday, November 11, 2011,
10:00 PM

IDEA officials are in talks with Austin district officials to launch an “in-district
charter” that would run a program for kindergarten through 12th grade at two or
three East Austin campuses. Founder Tom Torkelson recently answered some
questions about his school¶s success and the charter¶s sights on Austin. What
follows is a the full version of the Q&A. An edited version will appear in Saturday¶s
newspaper.

Why did you start IDEA public schools?

I was teaching in public schools in South Texas and saw that way too many kids
were dropping out of high school and way too few kids graduating high school
were ready to succeed in college. And I knew from my experience as a classroom
teacher that the variable was not poverty, the variable was not how much parents
cared, the variable was not the students. The variable that would impact whether
students were successful or not was really the quality of teacher and the quality of
school experience they had. That led me to start a charter school that I thought
would do a great job of providing an exceptional college prep education for all
students. That was in 2000 and we began with 150 students, and five years into it,
after we got the program and academic model down, we began to expand it.

What type of teaching model does IDEA use?

First and foremost it¶s a little bit less about a teaching model and more about a
teacher profile. So what does a highly successful, highly effective teacher look
like? And we¶ve built our recruitment and our selection systems around doing a
better job predicting who¶s going to be really successful with those students. And
it is a predictive selection model, and every year we¶re able to improve it by data.
So we can say that this year¶s teaching recruits had x in achievement and based
on that we¶re able to refine the model so it does a better job getting us great
teachers. The other piece is just a lot of feedback and coaching and development
so that teachers who are getting great results are getting the help and support
they need. We also have a fair way to exit teachers from the system by continuing
to put a lot of energy into teachers who have actually said they are not planning on
and don¶t want to improve.

What has IDEA achieved with students in the Valley?
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There¶s a couple of different metrics. For five consecutive years now, all of our
students have been accepted into college or university, for five consecutive years
all of our students have graduated and matriculated a four-year college or
university, 90 percent of our graduates who have gone off to college continue to
remain in college, and we¶ve got a 62% graduation rate from the kiddos who have
achieved four years of college, which is pretty remarkable. That¶s about 4 times
higher than the national average. but we¶re still short of where we want to be.
When we¶re six years out, we expect we¶ll be at 85 percent. Those are some really
remarkable college results. The other thing I would point to in terms of success is
we are a K-12 system, 10,000 students, that has an exemplary rating from the
TEA. There is no other K-12 public school system that is serving such a high
percentage of low income minority students that has an exemplary rating and
there¶s over 1,000 districts in Texas. So that¶s a really remarkable thing that our
students have achieved.

Why would a model that works in South Texas work in East Austin?

You start with the assumption that the variable is not the student; the variable is
not how much parents care. The variable really is high quality teaching and high
quality schools. If you have the belief that factors outside of school are what
matters most for kids, then our program isn¶t going to work. If you believe it¶s
about parent involvement level and poverty factors are what is going to shape the
destiny of students, then you¶re probably not going to agree that our school is the
right fit. But what we have actually seen, across the country, (is) that there are
public charter schools that are delivering exceptional results, and all of those
schools have very similar qualities. There are a lot of charter schools that aren¶t
doing a good job. And they should be shut down more aggressively.

Why would you want to expand to the Austin area?

In spite of our efforts, we have not been able to move the Latino college
graduation rate in the state of Texas in the aggregate sense. So we actually feel
that if we can get to the size and scale where we¶re graduating about 1,500
students a year, IDEA Public Schools will be the largest producer of low-income
Hispanic college graduates in the state of Texas, and then we¶ll also be able to
see statewide college graduation rates increase. So if we could actually get 1,500
students graduating college we can start seeing a dramatic uptick in the
percentage of students in Texas who are taking college courses and graduate
from college.

You¶ve never collaborated with a public school system before. Why do you
think this will work?

We have a history of collaborating with public school systems. I mentioned earlier
that we have this very unique partnership with Pharr-San Juan-Alamo ISD with
35,000-student school system in the Valley; they teamed up and they wanted to
learn from us. How can we replicate your exceptional results? Well, it¶s about
teaching and it¶s about school leadership. So they have been working with us
through a private-public grant that has brought in a lot of resources for us to be
able to team up. It¶s a really interesting opportunity for us to get to know how we
can best engage a school system.

If the community is on board with IDEA coming, what will the partnership look
like here?

What I think we can help Austin ISD do is provide a range of great, high quality
public school options for parents. So you¶re going to have a traditional K-12
offering in the district, the district already has magnet school options, so for me
it¶s about no matter where you¶re living in Austin you¶re going to have a high
quality public school to choose from. I think in the more affluent parts of Austin,
you¶ve always had that option, but other parts of Austin have that not had that
access to high quality public schools.

Are there plans to sign a noncompete agreement with the Austin school
district?

We don¶t have any plans for that to happen. For us to be in a position to sign a
noncompete, we would want a long-term commitment from Austin ISD to continue
to provide facilities, so that we could meet any wait lists that are accumulating in
the community. So if we had that sort of agreement on the front end that every time
we recruit more students that pays for that Austin ISD provides the facilities, then I
think that would be an option, but that¶s expecting a lot of the district. And the
reality is we¶re bringing a lot of private philanthropic dollars to the table and I don¶t
think it¶s fair of us to expect Austin ISD to continue to provide all of these options
forever. IDEA has to be able to answer some of those facility challenges as well, if
need be.

And what about other school districts in the Austin area, collaborating with
them or doing the same kind of partnership that is proposed in Austin?
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It¶s taken a lot of time and a lot of energy there have certainly been some
obstacles, even getting this far with Austin ISD. The idea of trying this with another
Austin area district is, uh, the time is not quite right. We don¶t even have this
agreement worked out yet. And in the process we¶ve learned a lot of lessons on
how to collaborate with the district. So many down the road, but I don¶t see it in the
near future.

What kind of lessons?

We¶ve learned that you¶ve got a superintendent and a school board that have to
move very thoughtfully and deliberately to get some feed,back from the community
and present some plans to the community. It¶s been a learning experience for us
to see how much time is involved to make that happen. If you would have asked
me two years ago I would have said this is a fast, easy process. But now that I¶m
seeing what it takes for the board and the superintendent to move forward, and I
don¶t think it should move any faster than it¶s moving. We just have different
paces. We¶re more entrepreneurial. We move a little more quickly, that¶s part of
our DNA but districts often don¶t operate that way and I respect that. It¶s something
I¶ve learned along the way in the process.

Is this the first time that IDEA has had a potential partnership with AISD?

Those gentlemen from the superintendent¶s office came down and toured our
school. There was a high school that was slated to be closed and there was
some talk about us being involved in a turn around effort. For a variety of different
reasons, those initial talks proved unfruitful. We¶re actually talking about the same
high school that the district is talking using as one of your facilities, is that
correct? I don¶t recall that we even got to talk about specifics about the name of
the school. It¶s possible we had, but the talks were so abbreviated but since they
didn¶t go very far, a lot of that has escaped my memory. We didn¶t talk about many
details.

Tell me a little bit about the plan. If IDEA partners with AISD, with which grade
levels would you start?

We¶re still working with Austin ISD to come to a mutual agreement on that. We
would prefer to launch with kinder, first and second grades and sixth grade. That
just provides us a time to really launch the school and make sure that it gets off to
a good start from day one. It¶s not going to do anyone any good if we open up with
too many grades and too many students and the quality is not where it needs to
be. Parents won¶t be happy with that, I won¶t be happy with that and Austin ISD
won¶t be happy with that. The community won¶t be happy with that. Our model has
been K, first and second and sixth grade, so that¶s what we know how to do so
we¶re going to stick with that and add a grade level at a time until it¶s K-12.

What would AISD need to bring to the table?

We¶d want them to be excited to partner with us. We certainly don¶t want them to
feel like we¶re forcing or convincing them to partner with us. We want to be seen
as a genuine partnership. We see it from the district¶s side that they¶re able to
brag about some great student achievement results, they¶re able to look parents
in the east side of Austin in the eye and say we have a super-high-quality, proven,
tried and tested program that is going to (say) these are kids that are going to
pass. If Austin ISD really feels like that¶s what we¶re bringing to the table, that¶s
what they want, then to me, that¶s the beginning of a great partnership. Facilities,
transportation, food service. To me those are all details you work out once you
come to a high-level agreement that this is going to be good for kids and good for
families.

What about reimbursement?

What we¶ve actually been negotiating, the figure that we¶ve been talking about will
be on a per-pupil basis, lower than what Austin ISD is currently spending on
students. It¶s an additional benefit to the taxpayer to say not only are we partnering
with a charter that is has really superior results, but it¶s costing us a little bit less
than if we were doing this ourselves. In that sense, it¶s a great value from a public
dollar perspective as well.

There¶s been a lot of community input, including a survey, in which residents
express skepticism and even negative reactions regarding the potential of
IDEA partnering with AISD. What is your response to those reactions and does
this change your organization¶s intention of partnering with the district?

I¶m not surprised that there is skepticism. As we introduce ourselves to parents
and students and educate families on IDEA Public Schools, I expect those
numbers will begin to shift. Also, it seems as though many of those who are
turning out to the meeting are professional protestors—people who are paid to
oppose public school choice for parents. These are the entrenched interests who
have a stake in preserving the status quo, which isn¶t working for the kids in the
communities, but seems to be working just fine for the adults.
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Is there an\thing else that \ou want the communit\ to know about IDEA?

We have a really great track record of having a very fair open process where all
students who want to come to our school will have an opportunity to come. If we
get more students than we have space for, then we do a very public lottery and
that¶s how students are selected. It¶s really important to us that we show parents
and we show educators that we¶re able to get kids ready for college, regardless of
what their previous levels of achievement were before they came to IDEA. We do
an analysis each year of who is accepted to IDEA — I say accepted but I mean
who is selected by the lottery. The students who come to IDEA were slightly more
likely to have failed the state test than a student from a surrounding school
district. The reason I bring that up is because it shows we really do have a cross-
section of students that a traditional district does, so the variable is not the
student. The variable is curriculum and the quality of the school.
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I¶m all for this type of school. There should be alot more schools that are
specifically for the better students. If you have to be sneaky about it by saying that
the student isn¶t a variable, I guess that¶s ok. Instead of removing the problem
kids from the system …. remove the educationally motivated and place them in a
charter! It¶s a brilliant idea.

By Sarah
November 14, 2011 10:03 AM | Link to this

I certainly hope that the goal of this charter is NOT to remove the educationally
motivated and leave the “problem kids” behind in the dust. If this school really
works, they need to also reach out to the disadvantaged students WHO DO NOT
HAVE PARENTS TO APPLY FOR THE SCHOOL. I would really see it is as a
success if they did so. Not every student has an involved parent ready to sign
them up for this school. BUT every student has a teacher. Let teachers nominate
students to go to this school.

By Rigged
November 20, 2011 12:30 PM | Link to this

When the percentage of failng students becomes too big the school is labled
FAILING. (Even though the majority of students PASS TAKS and have been given
a real ecucational opportunity) Charters simply manipulate through ability
segregation. They push the numbers in their favor through the admission¶s
process and ultimately sell their preset success as something other than that.
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November 23, 2011 2:00 PM | Link to this

IDEA is nothing more than a test-prep factory funded by the Gates Foundation.
How dare Carstarphen ram this down the throat of the Austin community? Allan
Elementary was selected because of its population and large campus. This is a
bad idea that is supported by no one other than Carstarphen and a few
schoolboard members. And what about the teachers and faculty who will be laid
off by this corporate takeover? Replaced by a bunch of cheap, Teach for America
candidates who have no ties to our community. Rally with us at Allan Elementary
on December 10th! Help Save Texas Schools.
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