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L.A. charter schools flex their educational
muscles

Wednesda\, Januar\ 4 2012, 1:53 PM

A TIMES SPECIAL REPORT

L.A. charter schools flex their educational
muscles

Enrollment is up, and overall, standardi]ed test scores outshine
those at traditional campuses. Even the L.A. Unified board has
eased its resistance.

Roberson squee]es in one more lesson before her students leave for the da\. (Bob Chamberlin /

Los Angeles Times)

B\ Mitchell Landsberg, Doug Smith and Howard Blume
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JDQXDU\ 10, 2010

OYHU WKH ODVW GHFDGH, D TXLHW UHYROXWLRQ WRRN URRW LQ WKH QDWLRQ'V VHFRQG-ODUJHVW VFKRRO GLVWULFW.

FXHOHG E\ PRQH\ DQG HPEROGHQHG E\ FORXW IURP VRPH RI WKH FLW\'V PRVW SRZHUIXO ILJXUHV, FKDUWHU VFKRROV EHJDQ

D SHULRG RI H[SORVLYH JURZWK WKDW KDV FKDOOHQJHG WKH VWDWXV TXR LQ WKH LRV AQJHOHV UQLILHG SFKRRO DLVWULFW.

TRGD\, LRV AQJHOHV LV KRPH WR PRUH WKDQ 160 FKDUWHU VFKRROV, IDU PRUH WKDQ DQ\ RWKHU U.S. FLW\. CKDUWHU
HQUROOPHQW LV XS QHDUO\ 19% WKLV \HDU IURP ODVW, ZKLOH HQUROOPHQW LQ WUDGLWLRQDO L.A. SXEOLF VFKRROV LV GRZQ. AQG D

RQFH-KRVWLOH VFKRRO ERDUG KDV EHFRPH LQFUHDVLQJO\ FKDUWHU-IULHQGO\, GHVSLWH UHVLVWDQFH IURP WKH WHDFKHUV XQLRQ.

IQ SHSWHPEHU, WKH ERDUG DJUHHG WR OHW FKDUWHUV ELG RQ SRWHQWLDOO\ KXQGUHGV RI H[LVWLQJ FDPSXVHV DQG RQ DOO 50 RI

LWV SODQQHG QHZ VFKRROV.

CKDUWHU VFKRROV QRZ DUH FKDOOHQJLQJ L.A. UQLILHG IURP ZLWKRXW DQG ZLWKLQ. NRW RQO\ DUH FKDUWHU VFKRRO RSHUDWRUV

VXFK DV GUHHQ DRW PXEOLF SFKRROV DQG ICEF PXEOLF SFKRROV RSHQLQJ QHZ VFKRROV WKDW FRPSHWH KHDG-WR-KHDG

ZLWK L.A. UQLILHG, EXW WKH GLVWULFW'V RZQ VFKRROV DUH VKRZLQJ LQFUHDVLQJ LQWHUHVW LQ MXPSLQJ VKLS E\ FRQYHUWLQJ WR

FKDUWHU VWDWXV.

IQ WKH PRVW UHFHQW H[DPSOH, BLUPLQJKDP HLJK SFKRRO LQ WKH SDQ FHUQDQGR VDOOH\ QHLJKERUKRRG RI LDNH BDOERD
EURNH IUHH IURP WKH GLVWULFW ODVW VXPPHU DIWHU D ZUHQFKLQJ EDWWOH DPRQJ PHPEHUV RI LWV WHDFKLQJ VWDII. UQGHU VWDWH

ODZ, D VFKRRO FDQ DSSO\ IRU FKDUWHU FRQYHUVLRQ LI D PDMRULW\ RI LWV WHQXUHG WHDFKHUV SHWLWLRQ IRU WKH FKDQJH.

CKDUWHUV DUH WDNLQJ VWXGHQWV QRW MXVW IURP WUDGLWLRQDO SXEOLF VFKRROV EXW DOVR IURP SULYDWH VFKRROV. PDUWLFXODUO\ DV
WKH HFRQRP\ KDV VRXUHG, PDQ\ SDUHQWV VHH QR UHDVRQ WR SD\ IRU VFKRRO LI WKH\ EHOLHYH WKDW D FKDUWHU PLJKW RIIHU D

VLPLODU HGXFDWLRQ ZLWKRXW WXLWLRQ.

"I DP YHU\ KDSS\," VDLG NLQHW RDPLUH], ZKRVH GDXJKWHU KDG DWWHQGHG CDWKROLF VFKRROV EHIRUH HQUROOLQJ LQ WKH

LRV AQJHOHV IQWHUQDWLRQDO CKDUWHU HLJK SFKRRO QHDU HLJKODQG PDUN. "TKH\ FKDOOHQJH KHU PRUH," RDPLUH] VDLG.
"TKDW'V ZKDW I ZDQWHG."

Ke\ reform strateg\

TKH FKDUWHU PRYHPHQW DPRXQWV WR D WHFWRQLF VKLIW LQ WKH HGXFDWLRQDO ODQGVFDSH, WKH PRVW IDU-UHDFKLQJ HIIRUW WR

UHIRUP LRV AQJHOHV VFKRROV LQ UHFHQW KLVWRU\. IW SXWV L.A. UQLILHG LQ V\QF ZLWK WKH OEDPD DGPLQLVWUDWLRQ, ZKLFK
FKDPSLRQV FKDUWHUV DV D NH\ UHIRUP VWUDWHJ\.

YHW WKH FKDQJH ZDV ODUJHO\ XQSODQQHG DQG XQRUJDQL]HG, VFDUFHO\ QRWLFHG IRU \HDUV RXWVLGH RI VPDOO FLUFOHV RI
SDUHQWV DQG HGXFDWRUV, DQG LW UHPDLQV ZLGHO\ PLVXQGHUVWRRG.

EYHQ QRZ, WKHUH DUH WKRVH ZKR EHOLHYH WKDW FKDUWHU VFKRROV DUH SULYDWH (WKH\ DUHQ'W), WKDW WKH\ DUH UXQ E\ IRU-

SURILW FRPSDQLHV (UDUHO\ LQ CDOLIRUQLD), WKDW WKH\ SULPDULO\ VHUYH DIIOXHQW FRPPXQLWLHV (WKH RSSRVLWH LV WUXH) DQG
WKDW WKH\ DUH EHWWHU WKDQ WUDGLWLRQDO SXEOLF VFKRROV.

TKLV ODVW LGHD LV GULYLQJ GHVSHUDWH SDUHQWV WR FKDUWHUV LQ GURYHV, SHRSOH VXFK DV KDWULQD CDOYHUW RI CRPSWRQ,

ZKR \DQNHG KHU GDXJKWHU RXW RI WKHLU QHLJKERUKRRG VFKRRO DQG WRRN KHU WR WKH FHUQDQGR PXOOXP PHUIRUPLQJ AUWV
HLJK SFKRRO, D QHZ FKDUWHU LQ WKH SRXWK PDUN QHLJKERUKRRG LQ SRXWK L.A.
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"TKDQN GRG ZH'UH KHUH!" VKH GHFODUHG. "IW'V D EUHDWK RI IUHVK DLU FRPSDUHG WR ZKHUH ZH FDPH IURP."

OYHUDOO, L.A. FKDUWHU VWXGHQWV VFRUH VLJQLILFDQWO\ KLJKHU RQ VWDQGDUGL]HG WHVWV WKDQ WKHLU FRXQWHUSDUWV LQ WUDGLWLRQDO
VFKRROV. BXW HYHQ VRPH RI WKH PRVW VWUHQXRXV FKDUWHU DGYRFDWHV DUH ZDU\ RI D EODQNHW DVVXPSWLRQ WKDW FKDUWHUV

DUH VXSHULRU, LQ SDUW EHFDXVH WKH\ DUH VR GLIIHUHQW IURP WUDGLWLRQDO VFKRROV DQG IURP RQH DQRWKHU.

CLW\ZLGH, FKDUWHU SHUIRUPDQFH LV VR PL[HG WKDW VSHDNLQJ EURDGO\ DERXW LW LV OLNH WDONLQJ DERXW WKH TXDOLW\ RI ILVK.
WKDW NLQG RI ILVK? SDOPRQ? GROGILVK?

NHDUO\ 9% RI LRV AQJHOHV SXEOLF VFKRRO VWXGHQWV QRZ DWWHQG FKDUWHUV, ZKLFK RIIHU JUHDW YDULHW\. OFHDQ CKDUWHU,
D SUHGRPLQDQWO\ ZKLWH, PLGGOH-FODVV VFKRRO RQ WKH WHVWVLGH, HPSKDVL]HV "H[SHULHQWLDO OHDUQLQJ" EDVHG RQ WKH

WDOGRUI PRGHO. TKH AOOLDQFH IRU CROOHJH RHDG\ SFKRROV, ZKRVH 16 VFKRROV VRXWK DQG HDVW RI GRZQWRZQ PRVWO\
VHUYH ORZ-LQFRPH EODFN DQG LDWLQR VWXGHQWV, XVH D VWULFW DQG VWUXFWXUHG DGKHUHQFH WR VWDWH FXUULFXOXP VWDQGDUGV.

TKH\ LQFOXGH VPDOO, VFUDSS\ RSHUDWLRQV OLNH NHZ LRV AQJHOHV CKDUWHU, D 150-VWXGHQW PLGGOH VFKRRO WKDW FDUYHG

VSDFH RXW RI D FKXUFK LQ WKH PLG-WLOVKLUH DUHD, DQG LQVWLWXWLRQDO EHKHPRWKV OLNH GUDQDGD HLOOV CKDUWHU HLJK
SFKRRO, D IRUPHU L.A. UQLILHG VFKRRO WKDW LV SUREDEO\ WKH ODUJHVW FKDUWHU VFKRRO LQ WKH QDWLRQ, ZLWK PRUH WKDQ

4,000 VWXGHQWV.

TKHUH DUH FKDUWHUV GHGLFDWHG WR OHDUQLQJ WKURXJK GDQFH, WKURXJK VFLHQFH, HYHQ WKURXJK GHUPDQ ODQJXDJH DQG
FXOWXUH. MRVW, KRZHYHU, RIIHU D IDLUO\ WUDGLWLRQDO FXUULFXOXP -- PRUH WUDGLWLRQDO, LQ PDQ\ ZD\V, WKDQ UHJXODU SXEOLF
VFKRROV.

CULWLFV RI FKDUWHUV WHQG WR IRFXV RQ WKUHH PDLQ DUJXPHQWV: CKDUWHUV "FKHUU\ SLFN" WKH EHVW VWXGHQWV IURP

WUDGLWLRQDO VFKRROV; NLFN RXW VWXGHQWV ZKR GR SRRUO\; DQG VHUYH IDU IHZHU VSHFLDO HGXFDWLRQ VWXGHQWV DQG QRQ-
EQJOLVK VSHDNHUV WKDQ WUDGLWLRQDO VFKRROV. SXFK SUDFWLFHV FRXOG JLYH FKDUWHUV D ERRVW LQ VWDQGDUGL]HG WHVW VFRUHV,

WKH SULPDU\ JDXJH E\ ZKLFK VFKRROV DUH MXGJHG.

TKHUH LV DW OHDVW DQHFGRWDO HYLGHQFH WR VXSSRUW DOO WKUHH FODLPV, DOWKRXJK WKHUH LV KDUG GDWD RQO\ WR EDFN XS WKH
WKLUG -- WKDW FKDUWHUV HQUROO IHZHU GLVDEOHG DQG OLPLWHG-EQJOLVK VWXGHQWV.

B\ ODZ, FKDUWHU VFKRROV DUH UHTXLUHG WR HQUROO DQ\ LQWHUHVWHG VWXGHQW RU XVH D ORWWHU\, EXW HYHQ VRPH FKDUWHU
RSHUDWRUV DOORZ WKDW WKH VFKRROV WHQG WR DWWUDFW IDPLOLHV ZKR DUH HVSHFLDOO\ PRWLYDWHG. AQG DOWKRXJK FKDUWHU

DGPLQLVWUDWRUV JHQHUDOO\ VD\ WKDW WKH\ UDUHO\, LI HYHU, H[SHO VWXGHQWV, VWDII DW WUDGLWLRQDO VFKRROV VD\ WKH\
SHULRGLFDOO\ UHFHLYH WURXEOHG VWXGHQWV ZKR KDYH EHHQ FRXQVHOHG RXW RI FKDUWHUV.

IQ IDFW, FODVVHV RI PRWLYDWHG, IRFXVHG, QRQ-GLVUXSWLYH VWXGHQWV DUH D GUDZLQJ FDUG IRU FKDUWHUV, DV DUH WKHLU VPDOO

VL]H DQG DSSDUHQW VDIHW\.

TKHVH ZHUH WKH DWWUDFWLRQV IRU HLJKODQG PDUN UHVLGHQW RRVD RLYDV, ZKR PRYHG KHU VL[WK-JUDGH IRVWHU VRQ WR D

FKDUWHU VFKRRO VHYHUDO \HDUV DJR DIWHU KH ZDV EHDWHQ XS DW KLV WUDGLWLRQDO VFKRRO DQG EHJDQ WR GLWFK FODVV.

"IW ZDV D FRQVWDQW EDWWOH WR JHW KLP WR VFKRRO," VKH VDLG. AW WKH FKDUWHU, "WKHUH ZDV QRW DQ DWWUDFWLRQ RI JDQJV.

TKHUH ZDV QRW LQWLPLGDWLRQ. TKH\'UH VPDOOHU. TKHUH'V PRUH FRQWURO RYHU WKH NLGV. TKHUH'V QR JDQJEDQJLQJ LQ WKH
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VchRRO. ThaW ZaV P\ PaiQ WhiQg: VafeW\."

Some aUe VWUXggling

AOWhRXgh PXch Rf Whe fRcXV RQ chaUWeUV haV beeQ RQ Whe high fOieUV WhaW aUe RXWVWUiSSiQg Whe SeUfRUPaQce Rf

UegXOaU diVWUicW VchRROV, RWheUV haYe VWUXggOed.

EYeQ a VRShiVWicaWed chaUWeU RUgaQi]aWiRQ OiNe GUeeQ DRW achieYeV Pi[ed UeVXOWV. WiWh 18 VchRROV aQd a

cRPSUeheQViYe headTXaUWeUV VWaff, GUeeQ DRW iV SUacWicaOO\ a diVWUicW XQWR iWVeOf. BXW aOWhRXgh iWV caPSXVeV

W\SicaOO\ RXWVcRUe QeaUb\ WUadiWiRQaO VchRROV, feZeU WhaQ 5% Rf VWXdeQWV aW VeYeUaO Rf iWV caPSXVeV VcRUed aW Whe
"SURficieQW" OeYeO iQ PaWh OaVW \eaU.

GUeeQ DRW ZRXOd aUgXe WhaW Whe VcRUeV aUe ORZ becaXVe iW iV WaNiQg VWXdeQWV fURP Whe PRVW acadePicaOO\ deSUiYed

SaUWV Rf Whe ciW\, Zhich iV XQdeQiabO\ WUXe. IW WRRN RYeU LRcNe High SchRRO iQ SRXWh L.A., Zhich had becRPe a
SRVWeU chiOd fRU Whe faiOiQgV Rf L.A. UQified.

UQdeU iWV PaQagePeQW, LRcNe iV VeeiQg SURgUeVV; becRPiQg VafeU aQd PRUe RUdeUO\; aQd UeWaiQiQg PRUe VWXdeQWV.

BXW Whe VchRRO'V ab\VPaOO\ ORZ WeVW VcRUeV haYe \eW WR iPSURYe.

AQRWheU chaUWeU, DRVaQ/ABC, cROOaSVed OaVW \eaU aPid accXVaWiRQV Rf fiQaQciaO PiVPaQagePeQW aQd aQ iQWeUQaO

VWUXggOe RYeU cRQWURO, iQcOXdiQg WeacheU UeVigQaWiRQV WhaW OefW VWXdeQWV VcUaPbOiQg WR eQUROO aW RWheU VchRROV.

FRU aOO WhaW, WheUe iV QR deQ\iQg Whe YeU\ UeaO accRPSOiVhPeQWV Rf Whe chaUWeU PRYePeQW iQ LRV AQgeOeV.

CRQVideU CROOege Read\ AcadeP\ NR. 4, aQ AOOiaQce VchRRO ZheUe 97% Rf Whe 325 VWXdeQWV TXaOif\ fRU
VXbVidi]ed PeaOV, a SRYeUW\ iQdicaWRU.

AcadeP\ NR. 4 RccXSieV a cOXVWeU Rf bXQgaORZV Zedged RQWR aQ abaQdRQed Siece Rf L.A. UQified SURSeUW\

WhaW ViWV aOPRVW diUecWO\ beQeaWh Whe iQWeUVecWiRQ Rf Whe 110 aQd 10 fUeeZa\V dRZQWRZQ. L.A. UQified cRXOdQ'W SXW
a VchRRO WheUe--diVWUicW SROic\ SURhibiWV QeZ VchRROV ZiWhiQ 500 feeW Rf a fUeeZa\.

ThiV \eaU, Whe VchRRO had aQ AcadePic PeUfRUPaQce IQde[ VcRUe Rf 846, PRUe WhaQ 200 SRiQWV higheU RQ
aYeUage WhaQ VchRROV WhaW Whe VWaWe deePed ViPiOaU, baVed RQ Whe VWXdeQWV Whe\ VeUYe. OQO\ fRXU Rf 132 high

VchRROV iQ LRV AQgeOeV had higheU VcRUeV, aQd WZR Rf WheP aUe chaUWeUV.

"I dRQ'W WhiQN chaUWeU VchRROV, iQ aQd Rf WhePVeOYeV, aUe a SaQacea," Vaid AOOiaQce fRXQdeU JXd\ BXUWRQ, a fRUPeU
L.A. UQified VeQiRU adPiQiVWUaWRU.

"AOO Rf iW iV abRXW haUd ZRUN aQd beiQg cOeaU abRXW ZhaW \RX'Ue WU\iQg WR accRPSOiVh, haYiQg cOeaU, high

e[SecWaWiRQV fRU NidV aQd ZRUNiQg WR accRPSOiVh ZhaW iW iV \RX Vaid \RX ZeUe gRiQg WR dR ZiWhRXW haYiQg WR
VXddeQO\ dR VRPeWhiQg QeZ becaXVe VRPebRd\ QeZ iV iQ chaUge," Vhe Vaid.

SWaUWed in 1992

ChaUWeU VchRROV gRW WheiU VWaUW iQ CaOifRUQia iQ 1992, ZheQ Whe LegiVOaWXUe aXWhRUi]ed Whe cUeaWiRQ Rf SXbOic






