Texas Open-Enrollment Charter Schools:

Second Year Evaluation, 1997–98 

Executive Summary

This evaluation centers on Texas’ first 19 open-enrollment charter schools. These schools were started in response to Texas Education Code §§ 12.101–12.118, enacted in 1995, which authorized the Texas State Board of Education (SBOE) to grant charters to 20 schools. Schools receiving charters operate independently of local school districts and are freed from many state education regulations. Sixteen of the 20 schools receiving charters in May 1996 began operation in fall 1996, one started in January 1997, two started in fall 1997, and one had its charter revoked before it opened. Subsequent legislation has allowed the SBOE to grant charters to an additional 140 applicants. Because first year charter school applications were approved on a first-come, first-served basis from a small applicant pool, characteristics of the initial charter school cohort may differ significantly from those of later cohorts.

This evaluation study was commissioned by the SBOE pursuant to TEC § 12.118 and covers the second year of a multi-year study. It encompasses a variety of data sources including parent, student, and teacher surveys; surveys of charter school directors and local school district officials, document analysis, and on-site visits. Where appropriate, findings from the first year evaluation study are presented alongside findings from the second year study for comparison. An analysis of charter school student achievement results on the Texas Assessment of Academic skills (TAAS) will be available at a later date. 

The findings listed in this summary roughly parallel the information presented in turn in each major section of the complete report. Readers are urged to review relevant sections of the complete report for a full understanding of the findings and their significance. Copies of the complete report may be obtained from the Office of Charter Schools, Texas Education Agency, by calling 512-463-9575.

Section II: Characteristics of Texas Open-Enrollment Charter Schools

1. In their first year of operation, charter schools were characterized by low student-teacher ratios, but in the second year, the average student-teacher ratio for charter schools—16 to one—is about the same as the average for traditional public schools in Texas.

2. Slightly over two-thirds of Texas charter schools are “new” or “startup” schools, compared to about 60 percent nationally.

3. Eleven of the nineteen charter schools operating in the second year were classified as “at-risk” schools because of their declared intention to serve primarily at-risk students and because of the socioeconomic characteristics of student households as determined through parent surveys.

4. In the aggregate, charter schools enroll higher percentages of Hispanic and African American students and lower percentages of Anglo students than traditional public schools in Texas.  To some extent, these disparities can be explained by the fact that a majority of charter schools were created to serve at-risk students, a population that is drawn disproportionately from minority groups.

5. Although African American students are fairly evenly distributed among at-risk and non-at-risk schools, Hispanic students are much more likely to be enrolled in at-risk schools, and Anglo students are much more likely to be enrolled in non-at-risk schools.

6. Enrollments of special education students, limited-English-proficient students, and gifted and talented students are proportionally lower in charter schools than in traditional public schools in Texas.

7. Charter schools employ a much higher percentage of non-certified teachers—slightly over half—than traditional public schools in the state, and a lower percentage of Anglo teachers. Charter school teachers are both more likely to be non-degreed and to have doctorates than traditional public school teachers, and are somewhat less likely to have bachelor’s and master’s degrees.
Section III: Perspectives of Charter School Directors

1. Comparing their experiences from 1996-97 to 1997-98, charter school directors identified their greatest difficulty as securing adequate funding, but found attracting students to be much easier.

2. Charter school directors say that their single most difficult problem during the second year of operation is lack of adequate operating funds. Limited financial resources make it difficult for schools to find and maintain suitable space to offer classes, hire faculty and staff, and acquire teaching materials. Other major challenges identified by charter school directors include inadequate facilities, lack of planning time, and repayment of state aid overpayment.

3. Based on responses of charter school directors, charter school governing boards are characterized by their informality, with considerable variation from school to school in the selection of board members and officers, holding of meetings, and board activities. About half the boards are reported to be racially diverse. About half of charter school directors say that parents are included on their boards. Two reported that teachers are included on their school’s board.

4. Charter schools rely primarily on state aid for revenue, and receive a small percentage from the federal government and private sources. Over three-quarters of charter schools receive some kind of support from community and business organizations.

5. Nearly all charter school directors hold degrees beyond the bachelor’s. Five of nineteen directors hold doctorates. Although public school principals are required to hold mid-management certification, three-fourths of the charter school directors do not have this certification. The majority of the charter school directors have prior public and/or private school experience.

6. According to their directors, charter schools employ a variety of curricular approaches. While three-quarters say they use Texas curriculum materials, only two schools use them exclusively. In thirteen schools, teachers are reported to have developed their own curriculum. The most common educational practices reported are multi-age grouping, mainstreaming, use of technology to enhance student learning, performance-based assessment, and project-based learning.

7. Both traditional public school and charter school students must pass the Texas Assessment of Academic Skills (TAAS) test in order to graduate, and TAAS data are used in both cases to determine school performance. Some charter schools included additional performance measures in their charter applications. Those measures vary greatly among schools, reducing the value of comparisons.

8. Over one-third of charter school directors say that their schools are having an effect on neighboring school districts. The effect typically reported is that the neighboring school district is establishing a program or school similar to the charter school.

9. Based on reports from charter school directors, nearly half the teachers employed in 1996-97 did not return the following year.

10. According to charter school directors, parent participation is part of the organizational format. Parents most frequently are involved in fundraising activities.

11. More than three-quarters of charter school directors report having a wait list of students. Most plan to expand by adding classes and faculty positions. Fewer than half expect to add grade levels.

12. Directors of non-at-risk schools said they expected 88 percent of eligible students to return the following year. The two most important reasons cited for students not returning were that the school did not meet academic expectations and that students had discipline problems. Directors of at-risk schools expected 56 percent of eligible students to return, and reported high numbers of students leaving. The number includes many students who had successfully completed their GED and graduated. Other reasons for leaving are unique to at-risk student populations. 

13. Charter schools do not have to follow the state discipline system. Thus student discipline information in this study comes from charter school directors themselves and is not directly comparable to information available for other public schools. In the aggregate, charter schools directors say they spend about 17 percent of their time on discipline. Two-thirds say that student discipline problems are not serious. 

14. Directors of the two new charter schools added in 1997-98 report experiences which are generally similar to the experiences of first-year charter schools in 1996-97, as well as to the experiences of these second-year charter schools in 1997-98. 

 Section IV: Parent Demographics, Participation, and Satisfaction Levels
1. On average, parents of students attending at-risk charter schools are of lower socioeconomic status (lower incomes and less education) than parents of students attending non-at-risk charter schools. Their aspirations for their children after high school graduation are lower than aspirations of non-at-risk parents. Non-at-risk parents are more likely to be employed full-time, and somewhat more likely to be married and living with their spouse.

2. For both at-risk and non-at-risk parents, the most important factors in choosing to send their children to a charter school relate to academic quality—the educational quality of the school and the promise of smaller class sizes. At-risk parents are more likely to cite concern for the child’s safety as an important factor.

3. Charter school parents express high satisfaction with the charter schools their children attend—about 85 percent of both at-risk and non-at-risk parents give these schools a grade of A or B. Fewer than half would give their child’s previous school such grades.

4. Parents whose children have attended charter schools for two years are somewhat more satisfied with the schools than those whose children have attended charter schools for one year. The difference is attributed to increased satisfaction of at-risk parents in the second year of their child’s attendance at a charter school.

5. A majority of charter school parents learned about the charter school by talking to friends and relatives. For non-at-risk parents, the second-most important information source is the media—TV, radio, and newspapers. For at-risk parents, the second-most important source is the public schools. 

Section V: Student Satisfaction 

1. Students attending at-risk charter schools chose their school primarily because they believed the school would better fit their educational needs.  More than two-thirds of at-risk school students say that the at-risk charter school offers them smaller classes, more personal attention from their teachers, overall better quality teachers, and teachers who care more about their students then the students had experienced in schools they have previously attended.

2. At-risk charter school students remain satisfied with their charter school, although their enthusiasm is somewhat diminished from their first year. While in their first year of attending the school, 57 percent of the at-risk school students indicated that they were very satisfied with the charter school. By their second year, those saying they were very satisfied had decreased to 38 percent. Nonetheless, second year students are even more committed to returning to the school than they were after their first year. Moreover, students continued to give their charter school high grades: 32 percent gave their school an A and 42 percent gave it a B. 

3. At-risk charter school students continued to have high post-graduation educational aspirations. One-third of students say they plan to attend a four-year college, 20 percent to attend a two year college, and 7 percent to attend a technical school.  Among those not planning to continue with their education after high school, 16 percent intend to get a job and 14 percent plan to join the military. The percent leaning toward the military increased by nearly three-fold from the previous year.

Section VI: Perspectives of Charter School Teachers
1. Among survey respondents overall, minority teachers are more likely to be found in at-risk than in non-at-risk schools. The percentage of Hispanic teachers is higher in at-risk schools; however, the percentage African American teachers is higher in non-at-risk schools. 

2. Slightly more than half of charter school teachers are certified. Teachers in non-at-risk schools are more likely to be certified or to be working toward certification than teachers in at-risk schools. More than twice as many teachers in at-risk than non-at-risk schools have prior work experience in social services. 

3. About half of respondents indicated that they hoped to be working in charter schools during the next school year. About a third said they would be teaching in a regular public school if not in a charter school. Nearly a quarter said they would be teaching in another charter school. 

4. About half of respondents overall consider their salary to be lower than the salary for the job they might hold if not working in a charter school. More than half of respondents from at-risk charter schools indicated that their salary is “significantly lower” than it would be at another job.

5. The school’s educational philosophy or mission and the opportunity to help shape a new kind of school were the main reasons teachers gave for deciding to work in charter schools. School and class size, opportunity to work with like-minded colleagues and high-quality administrators, less bureaucracy and more autonomy, and safety were also important reasons for a majority of respondents. Three times as many teachers in at-risk than non-at-risk schools named “difficulty finding other suitable position” as an important factor in their decision.

6. More than half of respondents are very satisfied with their experiences in starting a new kind of school. Nearly half are very satisfied with the school’s size and with their classroom autonomy. Respondents are least satisfied with their school’s physical facilities and with the level of parent involvement. The main differences between charter schools and schools where respondents taught previously are increases in attention to student needs, teacher autonomy, and teamwork, and a decrease in support for teachers. In general, non-at-risk school teachers are more satisfied with their school than teachers from at-risk schools. 

7. A majority of respondents consider their school very successful in providing for the safety of students and staff members. Roughly half from non-at-risk schools consider their schools very successful in setting high academic standards for students, assessing student performance, building and training a high quality faculty where teachers are involved in decision making, and positively influencing education in the community. A majority of respondents from at-risk schools indicated that their school was not successful in involving parents or in providing teachers with needed supplies and materials.

8. The greatest source of satisfaction for charter school teachers is to see their students succeed. Teachers in at-risk schools in particular noted relationships with students as a source of satisfaction, whereas teachers in non-at-risk schools were more likely to cite teacher empowerment and teamwork as sources of satisfaction. Teachers are most discontented with poor administration and lack of resources, viewing the latter as their school’s most serious problem. 

Section VII: Effects of Open-Enrollment Charter Schools on School Districts

1. Officials in most public school districts near charter schools reported minimal effects in terms of funding, student or teacher attrition, parental involvement, and programmatic changes. Few districts have systematic methods to track the number of students leaving to attend charter schools.

2. District officials’ perceptions of charter school effects seem most clearly related to the number and proximity of charter schools in the area.

Section VIII: Performance on the Texas Assessment of Academic Skills (TAAS)
1. The majority of Texas open-ended charter schools included in this study exist to serve students at risk of dropping out before graduation. Charter school students performed at lower levels on TAAS than traditional public school students. Texas accountability ratings show that 40 percent of charter schools have an acceptable or higher rating, compared with 91 percent of Texas public schools in general. Three charter schools outperformed the state average, however, and one was rated “recognized.”

