








In general, the more smoothly a school operates the less it has to do with its authorizer on
a day-to-day basis. Most authorizers fall on the reactive end of the spectrum, since few have the
resources to pay close attention to what schools are doing. Authorizers pay selective attention,
driven by conflicts and complaints from within the school or from its neighbors. Scandals, and
charges of illegal activity or misuse of funds, will always draw authorizers0 attention.

Internal conflicts that draw the attention of authorizers or newspapers weaken the school.
School heads soon learn this. So do teachers and parents when they see that the school0s ability
to take action and solve its own problems is important to them. The majority of charter schools
quickly learn to avoid conflicts by describing the school up-front in ways that discourage people
with incompatible expectations from taking jobs or placing students there.

Dealing with Authorizers on School Effectiveness

All the charter schools in our sample assess their own academic performance and provide
required data to their authorizers. The charter schools we studied were quick to create
instructional improvement strategies when they, their authorizers, or parents, identified school-
wide deficiencies in student performance.

Nationwide, only four charter schools have been closed by their authorizers for poor
academic performance.” However, a much larger numberNIbased on our case studies at least
one in 20 charter schoolsNhave received comments from authorizers based on poor student test
results. These interventions almost always lead to intense work within the school (including
some brief periods of frantic overwork) leading to greatly increased time on instruction in the
areas where the school is weak. In this way charters are not different from conventional public
schools that come under threat of sanctions for low performance.®

Charter schools generally do not look to their authorizers for technical assistance.
Moreover, some important authorizersNincluding the Massachusetts and Chicago Charter
School OfficesNIhave made conscious decisions to stay out of the Oassistance business.0 They
fear that advising a school would conflict with their job of assessing the school(s progress. These
agencies, however, refer schools to nonprofit resources centers and other sources of assistance.

15 See Charter Schools, A Progress Report: Part 11, Closures. The Opportunity for Accountability. Center for
Education Reform, 1999.

18 For an account of how low-performing public schools in a standards-based reform state respond to ominously low
scores on state standards-based tests, see Lake, Robin J., and Paul T. Hill, Making Standards Work, Washington DC,
The Thomas J. Fordham Foundation, 1999.
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Figure 3.1—In most states, schools see themselves primarily accountabl
to their governing boards and parents
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As discussed in the next section, both the Massachusetts and Chicago charter school
offices have created independent review teams that conduct periodic reviews of school
operations. Though charter school leaders find “inspection” visits uncomfortable and anxiety
provoking, most say that the results are an extremely helpful, if sometimes grim, account of a
school’s strengths and weaknesses. Inspection results can help school staffs get beyond minor
personal differences of opinion and focus on the most critical school wide issues.

At one school, administrators described an inspection team’s findings as “right on.” In 1
day the visitors were able to see that school leader-governing board conflicts and facilities
problems were plaguing the school. The report served as a wake-up call and a lever. Realizing
that their charter might be in jeopardy, the school’s governing board immediately backed off in
their overzealous involvement of the day-to-day operations and more aggressively began looking
for a new facility. An administrator who had been at the school since it opened said, “We knew
the board’s micromanaging was destructive, but we didn’t have the leverage to make them stop.
We appreciated the report because it helped us get something done at the school that we might
not have been able to do on our own.”

Conclusion

Chartering puts schools into a unique combination of accountability relationships, as
described above. But does the need to maintain the confidence of multiple constituencies distract
teachers and administrators from the schools’ main business of providing effective instruction to
students? Based on the evidence in this section, the answer to that question is a qualified no. For
most charter schools, the best way to maintain the confidence of all these constituencies is to
tend to the academics, serving students well and keeping promises about the type and quality of
instruction delivered. In the vast majority of situations we studied, charter schools do not have to
“buy off” their different constituencies by making concessions that compromise instruction.
They can meet their obligations to authorizers, parents, internal board members, teachers, and
donors in the same way, by making the school a good place to learn and to teach.

Charter schools do get into trouble. As we have seen, a school threatened with loss of
parents, or a teacher walkout, strife on its governing board, or withdrawal of financial support
from a donor, must go into a crisis mode. Schools that do not resolve these crises perish (or never
open, as has happened several times in Massachusetts and Chicago).

The mechanism by which schools manage their different relationships with external
constituencies is internal accountability—a clear division of responsibilities focused on
accomplishing the school’s goals for students. Internal accountability is related to a broader
concept we have introduced in other research, integrative capital, which is the set of all values,
commitments, and responsibilities that holds a school together and ensures that it can and will
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provide students the experiences they need in order to learn.'” Integrative capital includes
traditions, values, leadership, and shared experience about what works for students. Internal
accountability is an aspect of integrative capital. It is the arrangements a school makes to ensure
that it can meet its commitments to legitimate external constituencies without abandoning its
goals for students.

Tensions among parents, teachers, governing boards, and donors can strain any school.
But in charter schools that survive the first 3 years of turbulence and role-clarification, the need
to maintain the confidence of all these parties strengthens the focus on motivating and educating
students. Private schools are similarly strengthened by their need to create relationships of trust
and confidence with parents, teachers, governing boards, and donors.'®

Internal accountability must be created and tended by the people who work, volunteer,
and learn there. No external authority can create internal accountability simply by commanding
it. In fact, as Fred Newmann has argued, external authorities can destroy internal accountability
by forcing school teachers and leaders to spend all their time on matters other than providing
quality instruction."

Charter schools become internally accountable for two reasons; because they must, and
because they can. They must be internally accountable because coordinated, consistent effort is
necessary if the school is to keep all its promises and survive. They can be internally accountable
for many reasons: Because they control their own processes and assets. Because they can decide
whom to hire, and assign staff flexibly. Because they can invest in teacher training, new
equipment, and other assets to improve instruction. Because they can assess their own
performance and initiate their own correctives. Because they can inform parents in advance
about what children will and will not experience.

The consequences of charter schools’ accountability relationships with government
agencies—their authorizers and agencies with broader jurisdiction such as like civil rights
agencies and building inspectors—are less clearly conducive to internal accountability. As the
next two sections will show, such agencies are having great difficulty defining their own powers
and responsibilities toward charter schools.

" Hill, Paul T., and James W. Guthrie, A New Paradigm for Understanding (and Improving) Twenty First Century
Schooling, ed. Murphy, Joseph and Karen Seashore Louis, Handbook of Research on Educational Administration,
Second Edition, San Francisco, Jossey-Bass, 1999.

"% See Bryk and Lee, op. cit., Hill Fostrer, and Gendler op. cit., Coleman , James S., and Thomas Hoffer, Public and
Private High Schools: The Impact of Communities, New York, Basic Books, 1987.

" Newmann et al, 1997, op. cit.
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