Black Educational Choice

Assessing the Private and Public Alternatives
to Traditional K-12 Public Schools

Diana T. Slaughter-Defoe, Howard C. Stevenson,
Edith G. Arrington, and Deborah |. Johnson, Editors

Foreword by Fames A. Banks

@ PRAEGER

AN IMPRINT OF ABC-CLIO, LLC
Santa Barbara, California ¢ Denver, Colorado ¢ Oxford, England



Copyright 2012 by ABC-CLIO, LLC

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval
system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical,
photocopying, recording, or otherwise, except for the inclusion of brief quotations in a
review, without prior permission in writing from the publisher.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Black educational choice : assessing the private and public alternatives to traditional

K-12 public schools / Diana T. Slaughter-Defoe ... et al., editors.
p. cm.

Includes bibliographica! references and index.

ISBN 978-0-313-39383-9 (hardback) — ISBN 978-0-313-39384—6 (ebook)
1. African Americans—Education. 2. Alternative schools—United States. 3. Alternative
education—United States. 4. Educational change—United States. 5. School chojce—
United States. 6. Academic achievement—United States. I Slaughter-Defoe, Diana T.
LC2717.B56 2011
379.1'110896073—dc23 2011037272

ISBN: 978-0-313-39383-9
EISBN: 978-0-313-39384-6

16 15 14 13 12 12345

This book is also available on the World Wide Web as an eBook.
Visit www.abe-clio.com for details.

Praeger
An Imprint of ABC-CLIO, LLC

ABC-CLIO, LLC
130 Cremona Drive, P.O. Box 1911
Santa Barbara, California 93116-1911

This book is printed on acid-free paper ’oo\;

Manufactured in the United States of America



viii Contents

6  The Black-White Achievement Gap in Highly Selective
Independent High Schools: Towards a Model Explaining
Emergent Racial Differences
Peter Kuriloff, Amanda C. Soto, and Rachel Garver 91

7 The Influence of Private and Public School Contexts
on the Development of Children’s Racial Coping
Deborab 7. Jobnson, Diana T. Slaughter-Defoe, and
Meeta Banerjee 106

Part I Understanding Parental Educational Choices
for African American Children 123

8 Commentary: We Can’t Wait for “Superman”: The Importance
of Parental Involvement in Schools
Karen G. Carlson 124

9  The Power of Positionality in the Educational Marketplace:
Lessons from the School Choices of African American Mothers
Camille M. Wilson 127

10 Parental Choice and Involvement in the Education of Sudanese
Unaccompanied Minors
Meenal Rana, Deborab §. Jobnson, Laura V. Bates,
Desiree B. Qin, and Andrew Saltavelli 141

Part Il The Consequences of Choice: Educational Benefits to
Children—To Communities? Special Focus on Charter Schools 155

11 Do Charter Schools Work for African American Children?
Separating the Wheat from the Chaff
Valerie C. Lundy-Wagner and Herbert M. Turner I11 156

12 Charter Schools in New York’s Black Communities: Managing
Resources in Local Organizational Fields
Luis A. Huerta, Bruce Fuller, Lynette Parker, and
Chad I’ Entremont 173

13 When Community Control Meets Privatization: The Search
for Empowerment in African American Charter Schools
Fanelle T. Scott 191



Contents

14

15

Closed: Competition, Segregation, and the Black Student
Experience in Charter Schools
David R. Garcia and Monica L. Stigler

Commentary: “The Teachers” Unions Strike Back?” No Need to
Wait for “Superman”: Magnet Schools Have Brought Success

to Urban Public School Students for Over 30 Years

V.P. Franklin

Part IV Race and the Contemporary Education of African
American Children: Theoretical and Policy Issues

16

17

18

19

Enhancing the Schooling Experience of African American
Students in Predominantly White Independent Schools:
Conceptual and Strategic Considerations to

Developing a Critical Third Space

Robert Cooper

The Changing Landscape: Enhancing the Public School
Option for Black Youth
Lara Perez-Felkner, E.C. Hedberg, and Barbara Schneider

Where Should African American Parents Send Their Children
to School? Disentangling Schools’ Racial Composition from
Students’ Financial Resources

Felani Mandara, Inez Moore, Scott Richman, and Fatima Varner

Visible Now? Black Educational Choices for the Few,
the Desperate, and the Far Between

Howard C. Stevenson, Diana T. Slaughter-Defoe,

Edith G. Arvington, and Debovak §. Johnson

About the Editors and Contributors
Index

205

217

221

222

234

255

268

275
281



Tables
6.1

6.2
7.1

11.1
14.1

14.2

14.3
17.1

17.2

18.1

18.2

Tigures
18.1

Tables and Figures

Differences in GPA by Race across Subjects
Differences in GPA Holding PSATs Constant

Distribution of Children’s Racial Coping Strategies
by School Type

Summary of Selected Documents on Charter Schools

Average Intergroup Exposure Index by Racial/Ethnic Group,
District Schools (Year x), 1997-2003

Average Intergroup Exposure Index by Racial/Ethnic Group,
Difference Between Charter Schools (Year x + 1) and District
Schools (Year x), 1998-2004

Operational Status of Charter Schools with Highest Black
Student Enrollments (in 1998 and 2004)

Descriptive Characteristics of Black Subsample by School Type
and Year in which Respondents Were in 10th Grade

Effect of High School Context in Sophomore Year on Public
School Students’ Postsecondary Enrollment Status, 1994 and
2006

Descriptive Statistics for School Demographic Variables
by Grade

Regressions of Percentage of Students Meeting State
Performance Standards on School Demographic Factors by
Grade and Subject Area

Percent of 5th Grade African American Students Meeting
Expectations in Reading by SEP and School Racial Composition

93
94

113
164

210

247

260

260

261



xii Tables and Figures

18.2 Percent of Sth Grade African American Students Meeting
Expectations in Math by SEP and School Racial Composition 261

183 Percent of 11th Grade African American Students Meeting
Expectations in Reading by SEP and School Racial Composition 263

18.4  Percent of 11th Grade African American Students Meeting
Expectations in Math by SEP and School Racial Composition 263



When Community Control Meets
Privatization: The Search for Empowerment
in African American Charter Schools

Janelle T. Scott

INTRODUCTION

The charter school experiment is two decades old, and there are currently over
4,000 charter schools operating in 40 states, the Washington, D.C., and
Puerto Rico. Under the Obama administration’s Race to the Top program,
which incentivized states to increase their charter school numbers along with
other reforms, and with significant philanthropic support, the urban charter
school reform movement stands to grow rapidly in the coming years. A par-
ticular and somewhat controversial growth area is that of charter schools man-
aged by for-profit or non-profit educational or charter management
organizations (MOs).!

From its inception, charter school reform enjoyed support from advocates
who held differing ideological stances (Wells, Grutzik, Carnochan, Slayton,
& Vasudeva, 1999). Some advocates favored allowing teachers, parents, and
community members to shape schooling according to their sense of the needs
of their children, while others argued public school systems were inherently
wasteful and bloated and would be more creative and innovative with fewer
resources if freed from districts and given to the private sector.

As the charter school movement has expanded and matured over the last two
decades, teachers’ union leader Albert Shanker’s original vision of a teacher-led
model (Shanker, 1988), has given way to a more privatized model, with signifi-
cant tensions over control ensuing (Ascher et al., 2001; Bullley, 2005). Commu-
nity based charter school advocates often wish to offer a more culturally
representative and responsive pedagogy than offered in traditional public
schools. In comparison, MOs have specific school designs, governance structure,
and curricula that they seek to bring to scale across schooling franchises,
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sometimes in multiple states. These schooling models might not map onto or
include space for community, teacher, or parental preferences. As such, the pro-
liferation of MOs in urban school districts warrants much closer scrutiny in terms
of its effects on community engagement and empowerment in the resulting
charter schools (Scott & DiMartino, 2010). These privatization efforts have been
popular with parents and communities of color, but also have been contested by
the same populations.

Much of the research on charter schools operated by MOs has focused on
the achievement outcomes (Garcia, Barber, & Molnar, 2009; Gill, Zimmer,
Christman, & Blanc, 2007). While this research is important for determining
school effectiveness in terms of test score data, it often gets mired in meth-
odological debates. In addition, achievement studies cannot engage the
political tensions that have often accompanied attempts to privatize schools
serving communities of color (Scott & Fruchter, 2009), nor can they consider
the multiple purposes of public education beyond test scores (Engel, 2000).

As yet the research literature has not adequately explored the issues of
empowerment between predominantly African American communities and
the MOs that operate their schools. We know far too little about what voice
or influence parents, teachers, and community members have once they
become involved in a privately managed charter school.” This chapter consid-
ers such issues in two predominantly African American charter schools. The
case studies reveal that market advocates’ claims that choice results in paren-
tal and community empowerment are challenged by the lived experiences of
these school communities, who struggled for control. First, I discuss the
chapter’s conceptual framework, which considers empowerment from the
perspective of teachers and communities. Next, I examine professional and
community empowerment in two charter schools. The chapter ends with a
discussion of the policy implications raised by the two cases.

CHARTERS, MOS, AND EMPOWERMENT

Empowerment has been a prominent theme in educational reforms, and par-
ticularly important in African American struggles over schooling. At various
points in the history of education policy, school reformers, policy makers,
teachers’ unions, grassroots organizations, and market advocates have sup-
ported reforms that shifted power from centralized state and school district
bureaucracies to local school communities (Tyack & Cuban, 1995). African
American teachers, parents and principals have often been central in those
struggles (Murtadha & Watts, 2005; Walker, 1996). In contemporary debates
about school choice, however, the voices of African American educators and
community members are often muted.

Two central arguments undergird school choice. First, theorists posit that
when parents are allowed to choose schools for their children that best cohere
to their values and desire for quality, schools will be forced to compete for their
patronage or risk closure. Another assumption is that providing parents with
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choice in their children’s schooling—usually limited to district boundaries—is
tantamount to fulfilling the promise of the Civil Rights Movement (Arons,
1989; Blackwell, 2007; Bolick, 1998).

The market-based empowerment arguments invoke normative ideals:
democracy, choice, and equality. Yet, some advocates of choice and privatiza-
tion embrace the language of the Civil Rights Movement without holding any
explicit commiunent to making schools more participatory. While they favor
parental choice of schools, they do not necessarily advocate for parental or
teacher voice in school-level decision-making, governance, curriculum, per-
sonnel, or discipline policy. In fact, in 1990, Chubb and Moe famously argued
that the central problem facing public education was that it was too
democratic; allowing different stakeholders to fight over their visions for
schooling was detrimental to school quality. More recently, former New
York City Schools Chancellor Joel Klein echoed this argument, asserting it
was not desirable to run schools by “plebiscite” (Chubb & Moe, 1990;
Cramer & Green, 2010).

Some progressives argue that the modern school choice movement taps into
the long history of African Americans seeking to realize alternative educational
institutions (Forman, 2005). Indeed, many African Antericans have been active
in charter school reform, such as the Black Alliance for Educational Options
(BAEO). Increasingly, Democratic African American policy makers have also
supported the expansion of school choice—a sea change in what has tradidon-
ally been seen as a largely white and Republican policy issue. And the relatively
recently formed advocacy group, Democrats for Educational Reform, which
was started by wealthy donors, has promised to only support candidates who
endorse charter schools and other related reforms. Progressive charter school
advocates have supported more voice and control for local communities, but
they are less interested in completely dismantling public education systems,
and instead want to reinvigorate them. The risk is that operating a charter
school under the auspices of a private provider could result in re-regulation
under new management (Handler, 1996).

This school choice support might be understood as a need for the “strategic
engagement” of African American parents and communities who might not
fully align with the conservative policy agendas, yet choose to engage in school
choice order to secure the best options for their children in a context where
quality educational options are few (Pedroni, 2007). Some African American
choice advocates argue that traditional civil rights’ leadership is out of sync
with the desperation of poor parents who are people of color (Holt 2000).
These grassroots communities and activists of color see school choice and
privatization as a means to greater power and voice (Sullivan, 2000).

Traditional civil rights groups have typically been tepid supporters and
detractors of school choice. The National Association for the Advancement
of Colored People INAACP) has opposed vouchers for over thirty years,
and in 2010, joined with a coalition of civil rights groups to oppose many of
the Obama administration’s educational reforms. These allies caution against



194 Black Educational Choice

the use of charter schools as a systemic educational reform because of the
mixed achievement data, and the underrepresentation of special education
students and English language learners in charter schools (Lawyers Commit-
tee for Civil Rights under Law et al., 2010).

DESCRIPTION OF THE STUDY

This qualitative case study had four points of inquiry in order to engage the
empowerment claims offered in support of charter schools: (1) to understand
the motivations from charter school communities for entering into partner-
ships with MOs; (2) to explore the goals of the MOs and the school commun-
ities in terms of their agendas for the schools and for public education; (3) to
learn how the MO and school community negotiated governance; and (4) to
explore the educational environments of the schools in the context of their
cities and districts. The study was conducted in two Californian urban school
districts where the percentage of African American students was in decline.
This context proved to be important as the school founders formed the
charter schools to serve African American students who they felt were getting
lost in the districts. In addition, because California’s charter school law did
not guarantee founders access to start-up funds, the impetus to go it alone
was balanced by the need to secure a stable management partner and/or donor
(Scott & Holme, 2002). The schools shared an MO, The Better Tomorrows
Education Fund (BTEF).?

The Management Organization: The Better Tomorrows
Education Fund (BTEF)

The Better Tomorrows Education Fund was a non-profit organization
founded in 1994. A multi-millionaire donor who favored school choice
funded the MO. The BTEF began targeting charter schools in primarily reli-
gious, urban communities of color, promising management and technical
support, seemingly on a philanthropic basis. At the time of the study, there
were 15 charter schools around the country that were partnered with the
BTEF. Foundations Elementary Charter School and the Southside Learning
Center were two of them.

Foundations Elementary Charter School

Foundations Elementary Charter School was located in the Mission Uni-
fied School District (MUSD). The school was located in a predominantly
African American, working-class community where many of the district’s
charter schools were located, prompting an African American MUSD board
member to wonder if charter school reform was merely yet another means
of “experimenting” on “black and brown children.” The charter school was
housed at the Vista Christian Church. The K-7 school served 700 students
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who were almost exclusively African American. The students’ families were
predominantly church members. Some teachers favored the racial and reli-
gious homogeneity of the school, while others wanted more diversity. All
the parents I spoke with, however, explained that the racial make-up of the
school was one of the main factors they used to choose the school for their
children.

The Southside Learning Center

The Southside Learning Center (SLC) was a part of the Larga Unified
School District (LUSD). The school served 120 K-2 grade students; nearly
all were African American. The teaching staff was all African American men
and women. The BTEF had contacted one of the community leaders, asking
her to form a focus group to discuss the educational needs of African Ameri-
cans in LUSD. From these conversations, the BTEF and the SL.C agreed to
partner. The school’s board, all African Americans, had connections to school
district leadership, community organizations, and the private sector. The
CEO of the BTEF also served on the board. The charter showed that the
school’s board of directors would “establish the school’s objectives,” while del-
egating the responsibility for meeting those objectives to the teachers and
school-site management.

Findings: Community and Professional Empowerment

The data revealed that stakeholders vied for at least two forms
of empowerment: community and professional. Yet, the empowerment rhet-
oric surrounding charter school reform did not neatly align with community
or professional control in the two schools. Political and social contexts shaped
power distributions. For example, at SLC, where the district played a strong
regulatory role, and where the governing board had powerful social capital,
professional, and community empowerment were more evident. At Founda-
tions, where the district played a less regulatory role, and the governing board
was inactive, community empowerment was slightly more evident, with the
MO and church leadership team assuming most of the decision-making over
the wants of teachers, and some community members.

Professional Empowerment

With multiple layers of regulation, from the district and MO, teachers felt
their work was constrained. Teachers reported feeling most professionally
empowered at the SLC after it terminated its relationship with the BTEF.
The charter school professionals balanced their control with MO officials,
school district officials, and parents in the school. Moreover, the expertise
the BTEF purported to bring to local schools was often found lacking by
the teachers themselves, and BTEF officials were not guaranteed to be any
more responsive than school district officials.
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Teachers at both schools were likely to be new to the profession, uncertified,
and earned less than neighboring public school teachers. Teachers reported
that the BTEF failed to provide them with professional development or class-
room resources. At Foundations, the teachers were completely excluded from
decision making beyond their own classrooms. The MO and the church made
all of the decisions about the running of the school. While teachers were paid
according to the district pay scale, Foundations teachers taught almost two
hours more than MUSD teachers, and their school year was longer. They were
also not part of the teachers’ union.

Upon terminating their relationship with the BTEF, the SLC had significant
levels of parental and teacher involvement in governance, though the school
struggled to forge networks that would provide financial stability. Just months
after the SL.C began, tensions emerged about the role of the school’s board of
directors versus the BTEF. In a meeting to clarify the roles of the two groups,
the CEO of the BTEF said that he imagined that the relationship between the
two groups would evolve over three phases. These included (1) securing the
charter approval, (2) preparing the school to start with funds and facility seca-
rity, and finally, (3) operating the school.

The board, on the other hand, was unaware that the BTEF was
not performing operational responsibilities all along. These included the pay-
ing of utility bills, getting insurance for the school and the board, and other
basic responsibilities. In addition, payroll services for the staff and educa-
tional services for the students were not attended to. According notes from
a meeting between the groups, the parties agreed that the SLC Board had
fiduciary responsibility for the school: “It will operate independently from
[BTEF], raise its own funds, provide strategic directions for [SLC], and
approve budgets and major expenditures. [BTEF] will act as [SLC’s] agent
and operate the school day-to-day.” Both parties would raise money from pri-
vate and governmental sources on behalf of the school.

Eventually, the BTEF and the SL.C’s board settled upon an agreement that
gave the BTEF operating responsibilities for two years unless renewed. The
agreement stated that the chain of accountability flowed from the MUSD
school board to the SLC board and finally, to the BTEF. The agreement
stipulated that the BTEF would be responsible for assisting the SLC board
on a number of activities.

Despite this agreement, there were still complaints about the quality and
effectiveness of the BTEF on the agreed-upon tasks. Janet Nelson, a first-
grade teacher who had been at the SLC from the beginning reported, “So
they reneged on a lot of things. They weren’t paying our bills on time. When
I first started they were paying . .. we didn’t think . . . we weren’t sure we were
going to get paid the first month, and the poor office manager never got a
check on time, I mean, she would be like two or three months in the hole.”
The BTEF promised training and bonuses that the teachers never saw. For
example, Nelson, who had been at the school from the beginning recalled
that the BTEF’s unfulfilled promises included trips to a warm, seaside resort
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town for a staff retreat, bonuses in excess of $1000, and teacher training and
development.

Neal Smith, another first-grade teacher, confirmed many of Nelson’s
assertions. He too recalled late and absent paychecks, unanswered requests
for help, and unpaid school utility bills. He commented, “especially as a
teacher, I felt that we were self-serving, you know, we did everything.” One
task that the teachers undertook was sharing food services with a local
elementary school. The teachers would pick up the food from that school’s
cafeteria.

The data about the (lack of) formal governance at the Foundations Charter
School showed that authority and control at the school was located outside of
it. It seemed to rest somewhere between the BTEF and the Vista Christian
Church. Teachers had litde control over school policy, but were told they were
responsible for improving student learning.

Teachers reported that they had made repeated requests for representation
on the school’s board. Interestingly, many teachers said that they did not even
understand what the board actually did, when they met, and whether teach-
ers’ concerns were even considered. Tayna Tharp, a veteran teacher at the
school, said that when she asked to have some teacher concerns addressed,
she was told that the principal would present the concerns to the board.
Tharp, however, thought that the principal was not in classrooms enough to
appreciate the teachers’ issues. “But they didn’t see our point, and I just can’t
understand why. And it actually, it got on my nerves. That really bugged me.”
During the school’s first year, Tharp estimated that the board had met once.
“So even if we had some sort of concern to take to the board, we couldn’t.
Who sits on this board, I could not tell you.” This lack of clarity caused
Tharp to mistrust the BTEF. She explained:

They’re the governing body or whatever. If you figure that you could actually
trust them that would be one thing. But I personally don’t trust them. I know at
one point they were talking about they were going to have the district not do
our paychecks anymore and they were going to take that over. I thought, well
the minute they started that I was out of here, because I don’t trust that. I need
my check.

When Principal Damien tried to explain what the board did, it felt as if he was
reaching, often speaking in hypothetcal, conditional terms:

I think the board would be the image of the school. I would portray the image,
but if there was a problem I'm sure the board would let me know that those
problems exist. The finances that come through the foundations would, I
would say would be approved by the board because the board would be getdng
a lot of those, and then I would know exactly how much I have to spend,
in addition to, I'm saying over and above the ADA and what the state would
give us.
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Community Empowerment

Community empowerment varied in each school, and revealed the com-
plexity in defining what parties are included in “community.” While there
were parent councils at each school, parental participation on both of the
schools’ boards of directors was minimal; one parent served on each. On the
other hand, both schools’ boards of directors were comprised of members of
the African American church, business, educational, and legal communities.
Both boards had BTEF representatives serving as well.

At the SLC, powerful community networks were such that when the
BTEF was found to be deficient, the charter school board let its parmership
with the BTEF end, though the school struggled financially to stay afloat fol-
lowing the separation. The board’s monitoring of some of the BTEF’s prac-
tices provided them with the evidentiary grounds to end the parmership.

Randall Evans, a SLC board of director’s member, argued that the issues
for which the BTEF was responsible, namely the day-to-day management
of the school, were badly neglected. He liked the promises of the BTEF to a
“holographic carrot.” He allowed, however, that the BTEF had served an
absolutely critical role early on in the charter application process. The first
item was that the BTEF provided the school with a $250,000 bond required
by the LUSD to show that the school had sufficient start-up funds. The sec-
ond item was that representatives from the BTEF assured the LUSD that the
SLC had the backing of a “nine billion dollar [organization], so funding was
absolutely no obstacle in anything that we’d like to do.” With these assuran-
ces, the LUSD approved the charter. In retrospect, community leaders real-
ized they had placed too much trust in the BTEF.

To underscore the failed partmership with the BTEF, Evans shared a para-
ble by Rumi (Barks & Moyne, 1995). The parable tells the story of a traveler
and his donkey. This traveler asks the servant of the home at which the trav-
eler is to attend a party to care for the beloved donkey who had carried him
on his long journey. He nags the servant to take special care with his prized
animal, giving it rest, water, and the proper food. The servant replies irri-
tably, reminding the traveler that he knows how to care for the animal prop-
erly, and encourages him to relax. Then, the servant goes off to recreate with
his friends, completely neglecting the care of the donkey. Rumi concludes the
parable with an admonition to those who have a prized possession:

The [traveler] then lay down to sleep and had terrible dreams about his donkey,
how it was being torn to pieces by a wolf, or falling helplessly into a ditch. And
his dreaming was right! His donkey was being totally neglected, weak and
gasping, without food or water all the nighdong. The servant had done nothing
he said he would. There are such vicious and empty flatterers in your life. Do
the careful, donkey-tending work. Don’t trust that to anyone else. (Barks &
Moyne, 1995, pp. 71-73)
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Ultdmately, the SLC board decided it would be best to simply let the con-
tract expire without extending it. The teachers and parents agreed with the
move, despite the difficulties that continued. According to Janet Nelson, the
first-grade teacher, “I'm glad it’s over .. . yeah, 'm glad they’re gone, I'm
glad.” Neal Smith echoed this sentiment, saying, “we haven’t missed a beat,
s0, you know, we’ve just been moving on just. .. it was like . .. severing ties
with them hasn’t hurt us at all.” According to parent council president Ansa
Evers, “It got to be a lot of conflicts cause we wanted to use a certain learning
technique, they’d be no, you need to use this. And [we’d want to have] our
teachers trained in one way, no you should be doing this.” She continued
“and so they basically ... they want you to do what they want you to do and
not what you want to do. So they was [sic] trying to take our goal and make
itinto their goal. And it just kept . . . it would be a conflict all the time, 50 ...
I mean, what was best for everybody . . . we did pretty good going out on our
own and becoming independent.”

In the aftermath of the BTEF, there was extensive involvement of teachers
and parents in school-site decision-making. The board of directors met regu-
larly, and meetings focused upon school policy. Parent meetings took place
bimonthly, and were standing-room-only. The board of directors’ president
regularly attended parent and faculty meetings, and the climate was collabo-
rative. The board left the development and implementation of local school
issues to the teachers, principal, and parent council and all of these parties
seemed to be meaningfully involved. At the board of directors’ meetings,
community members were in attendance, and their concerns were taken seri-
ously. By most accounts, overall community involvement flourished in the
aftermath of the BTEF.

"The school district context proved important. The LUSD had learned
from the experience of the SLC, and procedures had been enacted that caught
the BTEF proposing questionable schools even as the relationship between
the BTEF and the SLC had soured. The district prohibited the BTEF from
operating charters in the LUSD. Comparatively, the MUSD did not provide
close oversight. At Foundations, teachers and parents identified the church
pastor, William Paulson, as head of the school. Paulson explained that
Foundations Elementary Charter School was “a faith-based charter school,”
punctuating his words by pounding the palm of his hand softly on the table
where we sat.

Paulson said that the BTEF had approached him about starting a school
just like they had the SLC. Though he wanted his own Christian school, he
recognized that many families could not pay tuition, thus he embraced the
charter school idea. In a pamphlet distributed to the church community,
Paulson described his vision for the church and the role the charter school
would play in helping him realize his mission. Paulson hoped to build a new
church facility, “that is equipped with the finest technology for communica-
tion of the presentation of the Gospel.” In addition, Paulson planned to build
a business complex and childcare center. Paulson estimated that construction
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costs would be approximately $10,000,000. Once the childcare center and
business complex were built, the church would have revenues from these
operations.

There was another important revenue stream. Paulson wrote, “The cur-
rent rental income from [Foundations] will provide additional resources for
the mortgage payment.” The current church, once vacated, could then be
used for charter school classrooms. The school’s expansion would benefit
the church, for as Paulson wrote, “The more classroom space we have, the
more students we can accommodate, the more students we accommodate,
the more boys and girls we prepare for adulthood. And last but not least,
the more revenue we will generate through [Foundadons] for the church.”
Paulson saw the charter school as 2 means to expand his ministry, in part
through capital provided by the school, even as he sought to serve African
American children.

The heavy involvement of the Vista Christian Church indicated that the
accountability mechanisms of the district over its charter schools were weak
-3t least in terms of enforcing California statutes prohibiting public funds
to go to religious schools. When asked how the district ensured that schools
were not in violation of even these liberal guidelines, MUSD lawyer, Gerry
Sanda admitted that no one in the district was really watching after the
charter school began operating.

'Consequently, the Foundations charter school community was largely
comprised of students, parents, and staff who were affiliated with the Vista
Christian Church. Many teachers complained that the ability of the church
community to have a school that matched its values and served its congre-
gants came at the expense of their own professional empowerment. School
professionals did not have the opportunity to shape school policy, and many
parents placed their trust in their pastor.

The principal, Shane Damien saw his own role as the one responsible for
daily school operations. Yet, it seemed that most of his work involved negoti-
ating with the church to make sure school and church functions did not con-
flict with one another. The school deferred use of the facility in the event of
some church functions. One afternoon, a repast was held in the school’s audi-
torium following a funeral service at the church; school activities normally
held in the room were cancelled that day. On such days when church lun-
cheons were held, any school uses of that space were cancelled or curtailed.
It was unclear if the board had decided that the school would share with the
church or if it was de facto policy. Wilma Sessions, a community member
of the board of directors, complained that the board had only met once that
she could recall, and commented that she could not discern who “owned”
the school.

The transparency of records for Foundations was problematic. I was
unable to obtain some documents that would normally be available, such as
budgets, salary information, and minutes from board meetings, and Principal
Damien did not have access to them, either. Thus, at Foundatons, while the
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Ultimately, the SLC board decided it would be best to simply let the con-
tract expire without extending it. The teachers and parents agreed with the
move, despite the difficulties that continued. According to Janet Nelson, the
first-grade teacher, “I'm glad it’s over ...yeah, I'm glad they’re gone, 'm
glad.” Neal Smith echoed this sentiment, saying, “we haven’t missed a beat,
so, you know, we've just been moving on just. .. it was like . .. severing ties
with them hasn’t hurt us at all.” According to parent council president Ansa
Evers, “It got to be a lot of conflicts 'cause we wanted to use a certain learning
technique, they’d be no, you need to use this. And [we’d want to have] our
teachers trained in one way, no you should be doing this.” She continued
“and so they basically . . . they want you to do what they want you to do and
not what you want to do. So they was [sic] trying to take our goal and make
it into their goal. And it just kept.. . it would be a conflict all the time, so ...
I mean, what was best for everybody . .. we did pretty good going out on our
own and becoming independent.”

In the aftermath of the BTEF, there was extensive involvement of teachers
and parents in school-site decision-making. The board of directors met regu-
larly, and meetings focused upon school policy. Parent meetings took place
bimonthly, and were standing-room-only. The board of directors’ president
regularly attended parent and faculty meetings, and the climate was collabo-
rative. The board left the development and implementation of local school
issues to the teachers, principal, and parent council and all of these parties
seemed to be meaningfully involved. At the board of directors’ meetings,
community members were in attendance, and their concerns were taken seri-
ously. By most accounts, overall community involvement flourished in the
aftermath of the BTEF. :

The school district context proved important. The LUSD had learned
from the experience of the SLC, and procedures had been enacted that caught
the BTEF proposing questionable schools even as the relationship between
the BTEF and the SLC had soured. The district prohibited the BTEF from
operating charters in the LUSD. Comparatively, the MUSD did not provide
close oversight. At Foundations, teachers and parents identified the church
pastor, William Paulson, as head of the school. Paulson explained that
Foundations Elementary Charter School was “a faith-based charter school,”
punctuating his words by pounding the palm of his hand softly on the table
where we sat.

Paulson said that the BTEF had approached him about starting a school
just like they had the SLC. Though he wanted his own Christian school, he
recognized that many families could not pay tuition, thus he embraced the
charter school idea. In a pamphlet distributed to the church community,
Paulson described his vision for the church and the role the charter school
would play in helping him realize his mission. Paulson hoped to build a new
church facility, “that is equipped with the finest technology for communica-
tion of the presentation of the Gospel.” In addition, Paulson planned to build
a business complex and childcare center. Paulson estimated that construction
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costs would be approximately $10,000,000. Once the childcare center and
business complex were built, the church would have revenues from these
operations.

There was another important revenue stream. Paulson wrote, “The cur-
rent rental income from [Foundations] will provide additional resources for
the mortgage payment.” The current church, once vacated, could then be
used for charter school classrooms. The school’s expansion would benefit
the church, for as Paulson wrote, “The more classroom space we have, the
more students we can accommodate, the more students we accommodate,
the more boys and girls we prepare for adulthood. And last but not least,
the more revenue we will generate through [Foundations] for the church.”
Paulson saw the charter school as a means to expand his ministry, in part
through capital provided by the school, even as he sought to serve African
American children.

The heavy involvement of the Vista Christian Church indicated that the
accountability mechanisms of the district over its charter schools were weak
—at least in terms of enforcing California statutes prohibiting public funds
to go to religious schools. When asked how the district ensured that schools
were not in violation of even these liberal guidelines, MUSD lawyer, Gerry
Sanda admitted that no one in the district was really watching after the
charter school began operating.

Consequently, the Foundations charter school community was largely
comprised of students, parents, and staff who were affiliated with the Vista
Christian Church. Many teachers complained that the ability of the church
community to have a school that matched its values and served its congre-
gants came at the expense of their own professional empowerment. School
professionals did not have the opportunity to shape school policy, and many
parents placed their trust in their pastor.

The principal, Shane Damien saw his own role as the one responsible for
daily school operations. Yet, it seemed that most of his work involved negoti-
ating with the church to make sure school and church functions did not con-
flict with one another. The school deferred use of the facility in the event of
some church functions. One afternoon, a repast was held in the school’s audi-
torium following a funeral service at the church; school activities normally
held in the room were cancelled that day. On such days when church lun-
cheons were held, any school uses of that space were cancelled or curtailed.
It was unclear if the board had decided that the school would share with the
church or if it was de facto policy. Wilma Sessions, a community member
of the board of directors, complained that the board had only met once that
she could recall, and commented that she could not discern who “owned”
the school.

The transparency of records for Foundations was problematic. I was
unable to obtain some documents that would normally be available, such as
budgets, salary information, and minutes from board meetings, and Principal
Damien did not have access to them, either. Thus, at Foundations, while the
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church community was empowered to have a school, professional em-
powerment seemed to be lacking as a result, and the predominantly African

American, female teaching staff were disgruntled with their treatment by
the church.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

These two cases reveal that the African American struggle for educational
empowerment endures even when school choice is afforded to parents in the
form of charter schools. Counter to the hopes of conservative and progressive
advocates of charter school reform, these two cases demonstrate that choice
alone is not a sufficient policy mechanism to generate the full empowerment
of African American teachers, school leaders, and parents. Management
organizations that bring top-down business models to the management of
public schools are not always in concert with the preferences of teachers and
community members.

Yet, charter schools have also provided many African American commun-
ities with the opportunity to create alternatives to traditional public schools.
Sustaining such schools as independently operated, however, continues to
be a struggle in the face of a growing preference from policy makers and phi-
lanthropies for franchises, or networks of charter schools. These models,
while sometimes boasting high achievement scores, have also been shown to
have high student attrition rates, and serve fewer special education students.

The potential for professional and community empowerment in the two .
cases was most optimal when the schools had strong social networks to school
district administration, government officials, and the private sector. Policy
makers could facilitate the development of grassroots schools by targeting
them with resources, technical assistance, and capacity building. Compara-
tively, MOs hold that their school design is optimal when it is adhered to
without alterations (National Charter School Research Project, 2007). When
donors, MOs, and board members have the ability to withdraw support for
the school if their preferences are not executed, empowerment might not
extend to full participation in the governance of the school for teachers,
parents, and community members (Scott, 2009).

Certainly not all MO-charter school partnerships present the challenges
described in this chapter. They do serve as cautionary tales about the degree
to which the current, management organization model for charter school re-
form incorporates the leadership and voices of the African American com-
munities they propose to serve. Indeed, the history of African American
education is replete with struggles—successful and not—for control and the
power to influence the governance, curriculum, and personnel choices of
the schools their children attend. In many ways, privatization challenges this
possibility, but the loss of power is not necessarily predetermined, nor is
schooling under public governance a panacea. As the SLC board of directors’
president said, quoting Rumi, African Americans must “do the careful,
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donkey tending work” as they continually seek empowerment and quality
schooling for their communities in an increasingly privatized public sector.

NOTES

1. EMOs typically operate on a for-profit basis, and CMOs typically operate on a
non-profit basis. EMOs can manage charter schools and traditional district schools
while CMOs operate charter schools exclusively. There are also partner organizations
that provide varying levels of management expertise that do not identify as EMOs or
CMOs, and who work with charters and traditional public schools. I refer to the range
of private management organizations in a generalized way: management organizations
(MOs).

2. I'do not advance a comparative argument about empowerment in traditional
public schools or school districts. The history of African American schooling demon-
strates that parents and communities have engaged in long struggles to have their voi-
ces, values, and concerns addressed by public and private school officials.

3. The names of schools, teachers, and MO are pseudonyms. Contact the author for
additional informaton regarding the overall study context and methods.
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