OpenStax-CNX module: m24364

1

Preparing District and Charter
School Leaders: A Systems
Perspective

∗

Ann Allen
Marytza Gawlik
This work is produced by OpenStax-CNX and licensed under the
Creative Commons Attribution License 3.0†

Abstract

As the charter school movement grows, some colleges and universities are creating oerings that
incorporate the special needs of charter school leaders, while others are developing separate programs
specically and exclusively for public charter schools principals. With a new focus of school leadership
beginning to unfold, we see a need to examine the special needs of charter school leaders and the potential
eects of separate leadership programs for district and charter school leaders on public education. The
question this paper addresses is: How might professional schools of education move forward to meet the
special needs of charter school leaders while maintaining a common mission for public education? We
conclude with recommendations for practice and suggestions for further research.
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1 Introduction
Given the growth of charter schools over the last 15 years and the dierent skill sets charter school leaders
require (Campbell, Gross, & Lake, 2008), it is appropriate that educational leadership programs prepare
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students for leadership in both district and charter schools. To do otherwise would be a disservice to students
and a missed opportunity to contribute to the leadership needs of a growing portion of public schools. As
the charter school movement grows, some colleges and universities are creating oerings that incorporate
the special needs of charter school leaders, while others are developing separate programs specically and
exclusively for public charter schools principals. With a new focus of school leadership beginning to unfold, we
see a need to examine the special needs of charter school leaders, how charter school leadership development
ts within traditional school leadership programs, and the potential eects of separate leadership programs
for district and charter school leaders on public education. With this paper, we hope to begin this discussion.
In this article, we sketch a framework that integrates contributions from educational leadership theories,
including an examination of the systems perspective (Kuhn, 1966; Senge, 1990) and the democratic mission
of public schooling (Gutmann, 1987; Dewey, 1916). We argue that although there has been a broad review of
charter school research, a closer examination of the history of school leadership, coupled with a comparison
of district and charter school leadership roles, will yield potential areas for further leadership and research.
Specically, we explore the larger question of how separate leadership programs for public charter and
public district school leaders might divide or enhance democratic goals for public education, including equity
(Abernathy, 2005; Fuller, Elmore, & Oreld, 1996; Nathan, 1996), social cohesion (Levin, & Beleld, 2003;
Riehl, 2000), and democratic engagement and participation (Gutmann, 1987; Mintrom, 2003).The question
this paper addresses is: How might professional schools of education move forward to meet the special needs
of charter school leaders while maintaining a common mission for public education? Underlying this question
is a series of questions, including:
1. What are the special needs and skills of charter school leaders and how do these needs dictate dierences
in training?
2. What is the mission of public education? How does this mission translate across public district and
charter schools?
3. How can a new paradigm of public school leadership co-exist with a traditional mission? How can a
systems approach contribute to a more synergetic relationship between district and charter schools?
How educational leadership programs are designed is an important consideration in how public education is
perceived and perpetuated. Despite the structure or form a public school leadership position takes, there
remains a common core of values for public schooling that applies to all public school leadership positions.
The challenge as we see it is how do educators design educational leadership preparation programs that meet
the nuances of dierent types of leadership positions while maintaining a focus on this core set of values.
First, we must consider what this set of values is and how well it translates across school types.

2 The Mission of Public Schooling
From the time of Horace Mann, public schooling was conceptualized as a common good, meant to bring
students together around core values related to citizenship, democratic participation, discussion of dierences,
and the development of social cohesion that would lead to a well-functioning, democratic citizenry. A free
education for all students, with a focus on the common good values of social cohesion, deliberation, and
participation in democratic society remains a foundational goal of public education in district schools today.
A report from the Center on Educational Policy identies six common goals of public education in America
(Kober, 2007, p. 7). They are:
1. To provide universal access to free education
2. To guarantee equal opportunities for all children
3. To unify a diverse population
4. To prepare people for citizenship in a democratic society
5. To prepare people to become economically self-sucient
6. To improve social conditions
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3 Charter Schooling: A Systems Perspective
Charter schools represent an innovation in education aimed at meeting the needs of individual students
and breaking down bureaucratic barriers (Chubb & Moe, 1990; Mintrom, 1997; Wells, Grutzik, Carnochan,
Slayton & Vasudeva, 1999). Such innovation, which attempts to create a new model of education, also represents a paradigm shift from a century-old model of citizen-run compensatory district schools to autonomous,
independent schools that serve students who choose to enroll. Kuhn (1966) suggests that we can expect a
new paradigm to do one of two things: wither from a lack of support or a lack of conversions from the old
system to the new, or live side by side with the old paradigm until enough support for the new paradigm
develops and then eventually eliminates the old. If successful, the new paradigm establishes a new set of
assumptions by which the professional community operates.

After nearly 20 years since the rst charter

school law was passed in Minneapolis in 1991, charter schools have neither died nor eliminated the traditional public school districts. We gather from this that the old assumptions that underlie the traditional
mission of public schooling are still relevant, and that the kind of educational choice charters promise is
a compelling assumption that has been widely accepted. In other words the charter school movement has
neither died nor taken over the traditional system of schooling because there is both a need for choice within
the public education system and a need to ensure a place for all students. Although charter schools were
designed to compete with the traditional school model, we believe the potential of charter schools lies not
in a revolution of schooling but as an option within the system of public education.

4 Charter School Theory and Research
Central to the charter school theory of action is the idea that through various organizational and policy
mechanisms, charter schools will lead to increased student achievement. The theories that underlie these
organizational and policy mechanisms include theories that suggest a market approach to schooling will
prompt all schools to improve so they can compete in the marketplace of education (Buckley & Schneider,
2007; Chubb & Moe, 1990). The market mechanism focuses on the private interests of parents, with a central
tenet that these private interests will drive competition, increase pressures of all schools to improve, and put

,

the power and motivation to engage back into the hands of parents. Hence onepressing research question to
date has been whether charter educators can increase achievementof weaker students, especially given their
early success in providing access to low-income families.
A synthesis of charter school achievement studies was compiled for review and analysis and overall,
the charter school impact on achievement is mixed (Miron & Nelson, 2002). Past studies have found that
students attending charter schools do not consistently outperform those enrolled in regular public schools,
at least on standard achievement measures.

In Michigan, Horn and Miron (1998) assessed test scores,

comparing students enrolled in charter and regular public schools. They found that charter students displayed
weaker learning gains than students attending conventional schools. Eberts & Hollenbeck (2002) found that
charter school students in Michigan scored two to three percent lower than comparable non-charter public
schools. No achievement advantage has been detected in average school-wide scores among charter students
in California, compared to regular schools, after taking into account social-class, language, and other student
characteristics (Brown, 2003). In Arizona, researchers tracked student-level scores over a three-year period,
and charter students demonstrated slightly higher reading gains across the grade levels on SAT9 scores,
while a mixed to positive impact could be detected in math performance (Solmon, Paark, & Garcia, 2001).
Encouraging ndings have emerged in Texas, where low-income and at risk students attending charter
schools outperformed similar students in regular public schools on the Texas Assessment of Academic Skills
(Texas Education Agency, 2001; 2002). Yet for other students, charter attendees did less well than those in
regular schools. This research team also found that newly opened charter schools were not as eective in
raising achievement as were older ones.
While one of the early goals of charter schools was to create innovations that would then be shared and
transferred to district schools, Lubienski (2004) reports that little evidence exist to show that charter schools
have, indeed, been innovative in terms of new instructional strategies. Although charter schools are granted
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a substantial degree of autonomy as an opportunity to innovate, they are often situated in some of the most
competitive environments where market forces are unleashed thereby constraining innovation.

According

to the evidence obtained, charter schools are engaging in a wide array of educational practices that are
innovative yet many of these activities are already in use in bureaucratically administered districts (Lubienski,
2004). Although educators and policymakers expect decentralization, autonomy, and deregulation to spur
innovation, it may be that these forces are more successful in inducing innovations in administrative behavior
than in the classroom (Lubienski, 2004).
The use of the market mechanism to improve public education has also led to signicant discourse related
to the public aims of public education and how those public aims might be best preserved, given alternative
approaches to schooling. There is a concern that a market approach to education would create what Crenson
and Ginsberg (2002) call a personal democracy, which may have negative eects on more public goals for
public education.

A personal democracy, which is focused on meeting individual needs, for example,

greatly reduces the need for citizens to come together and mobilize for collective ends. The privatization
or personalizationof democracy, therefore, wipes out the collective eorts to establish public policies that
reect an interest in preserving a public good, thereby decreasing if not eliminating the salience of public as
a means for achieving collective goods. Miron & Nelson (2002) and Miron (2008) make a similar observation
about the charter school movement, arguing that the values that under gird educational policies like charter
schools reect shifting notions of what it means to be public. For example, Miron (2008) notes:

Traditionalists, while not denying the private good aspects of public education, generally emphasize
the public good aspects, which is not surprising since they view public education as having broad social
goals. . ..Advocates of privatization do not deny the public good aspects of education but argue that the
private good components are more important (p. 344).
One of these public good aspects of public education is social cohesion, or the idea that children from
dierent walks of life come together and learn to be in community with one another (Gutmann, 1987; Levin
& Beleld, 2003; Riehl, 2000)Gutmann (1987) argues that this is a vital component of democratic education,
to teach responsibilities and rights within a larger and more diverse community than the one children are
exposed to at home (p. 54). The argument is closely related to the issue of equity in access. If charter schools
operate as public schools open to all students, then social cohesion should also be a valued component of
the public charter school. One of the rationales for charter schools was to create greater equity for students
who could not otherwise choose their schools (Abernathy, 2005; Buckley & Schneider, 2007; Chubb &
Moe, 1990; Nathan, 1996;Vergari, 2007).

By providing students choice in schooling, charter schools then

have the potential to increase the equity of educational opportunity.

Arguments in early charter school

research warned against charter schools skimming top students from districts schools or cherry picking
the students who enroll. Buckley & Schneider (2007) found no real evidence for these claims, although some
researchers have identied instances in which charter schools nd ways to turn away students who do not
t the school's mission or cannot be well-served by the school's limited resources (Author, 2006). Research
indicates, then, that charter schools present both an opportunity to increase equity in access and choice for
students and the potential to limit social cohesion and equity through discriminatory practices.
A market approach to public education requires that sucient and objective information is accessible
to parents and other stakeholders so informed decisions can be made as to school enrollment or support of
school policies.

Research on charter schools and information is limited, but studies that have been done

indicate that information about charter schools to parents and other stakeholders is insucient, creating
opportunities for schools to target students, rather than creating opportunities for parents to nd choice
schools and confusion among taxpayers as to what charter schools are and how they operate (Buckley &
Schneider, 2007; Ross & Gallup, 2006).
Finally, in regards to the democratic appeal of charter schools, some research suggests charter schools
have the potential to instill greater democratic values within the charter school community than large,
district schools in part by creating greater social capital among parents and students who choose to be that
particular school. Buckely & Schneider tested evidence to see whether charter schools produce greater social
capital among parents, examining parental attitudes related to civic values and participation. What they
found was that

within

schools, there is some indication that charter schools do a better job at promoting
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civic values among parents, but that these values do not translate outside the school boundaries. Their study
supports Mintrom's (2003) ndings that charter school parents are more engaged in school decisions than
traditional school parents, but it also supports Beneviste, Carnoy, and Rothstein's (2004) observation that
charter school parents may feel more pressure to engage in school due to requirements the school has for
parental engagement. Overall, Buckley and Schneider (2007) nd that charter schools are less eective than
district schools at building social capital and promoting democratic aims that translate across communities.
Hence, the political motivations in the charter school movement have vast implications for the inherent
leadership that has ensued. Analysis of the eects of this dramatic change in traditional school organization
and governance remains mixed, with little consensus on the eects of introducing a market element into public
schools (Fiske & Ladd, 2000; Hoxby, 2004; Loveless, 2003; Lubienski, 2003; Miron & Nelson, 2002). Yet, the
question of leadership in charter schools is before us, and we have an opportunity to shape that leadership
toward greater fulllment of democratic ideals.

Abernathy (2005) makes a similar observation about the

school choice movement as a whole:

School choice has the potential to make education in the United States better or the potential to provide
another strain on an already strained system. The question is how we go about it. We may be talking about
bureaucratic reinvention and democratic reinvigoration, or we may be talking about hastened obsolescence
and increasing inequality. Neither outcome is predetermined. (p. 116)
With nearly 4,000 charter schools across the country, we are faced with a similar question of leadership:
how do we move forward preparing public school leaders for the options they face today and how do we do
so in a way that unites rather than divides our delivery of public schooling. As a question of leadership,
we examine the potential of charter school leadership programs to enhance a system of public schooling.
Senge's (1990) ideas of systems-thinking are appropriate in considering how school leaders might best be
prepared for all of the options within the public education delivery system. Senge suggests ve component
technologies or core disciplines in organizations that will gradually converge them into innovative learning
organizations. One of these disciplines is systems thinking, which as a conceptual framework, comes from
a body of knowledge and tools that has been developed over the past fty years.

Systems thinking is a

way of envisioning a system as a whole, as opposed to viewing it as a sum of its parts. Much like Kuhn's
ideas of shared assumptions that underlie a particular paradigm, systems thinking requires a shared vision
or understanding regarding the mission and purpose of the systems' work (Senge, 1990). In this paper, we
apply these ideas to a system of public education delivery, providing a new synergetic lens for considering
the work of charter and district school leaders both in terms of practice and research.

5 Charting Educational Leadership for Traditional and Charter School Programs
Traditional school leadership programs approach leadership from a bureaucratic perspective. School principals operate within a system of support, including a central oce that typically handles board and public
relations, relations with unions, facilities management, human resources, etc. Studies of educational leadership suggest that in the past principals were able to succeed, at least partially, by simply carrying out the
directives of central administration (Perez et al., 1999). But management by principals is no longer enough
to meet today's educational challengesinstead principals must assume a greater leadership role. In fact,
recent movements in the eld have pushed for a greater focus on instructional leadership for school principals
and less of a focus on school management (Brookover & Lezotte, 1979; Cotton, 2000, 2003; Edmunds, 1979;
Goodlad, 1979, 1984; Marzano, 2003; Sergiovanni, 1992, 1994). The complexity of balancing and integrating
dimensions of eective leadership in such a way that practitioners can comprehend and apply them is shown
by the long struggle to reconcile two major dimensions:

management

and

instructional leadership.

Within

the past 25 years or so, principal training programs have changed quite signicantly and as evidenced by the
ISLLC Standards mentioned earlier, both aspects of school leadership are still represented.
The leader of a school is one of the most important individuals to inuence common educational goals yet
the pivotal question is what do we mean by leadership? From a reform perspective, the greatest challenge
for the educational administration eld may very well be a shift in the mental model of what it means
to be a school

leader

instead of a school
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current conception of leadership supplies an opportunity to reconsider what it means to lead a school where
student learning and not the management of daily operations, is the core of the work (Elmore, 2000). While
instructional leadership has been infused into the traditional principal role, leading instruction and managing
people is simply not enough. According to Senge (1990), radical action is required to maintain and expand
capacity to create results where people are continually learning.

The invention of new leadership roles

around student learning requires these new challenges not to be met with old approaches and traditional
roles (Boris-Schacter & Langer, 2002). Traditional principals have expressedthat they are not being trained
to deal with classroom realities, in-school politics, work with diverse populations and prepare for increased
testing and accountability (Levine, 2005).
Because charter school leaders are in charge of an independent school with an autonomous board, they
not only serve as instructional leaders, but also must manage much of the same responsibilities as a district
superintendent. Campbell, Gross, & Lake (2008) note that charter school leaders face the same challenges as
their district school counterparts, namely setting and maintaining a school's vision, establishing trust between
adults and children, managing resources, and balancing pressures that exist both inside and outside the
school. However, the job of the charter school principal goes beyond that of a district principal because there
is no central oce providing support. Charter school principals are responsible for nding and maintaining
school facilities, handling nances, raising money, hiring faculty members and negotiating relations with
boards, parents and charter school authorizing agencies. They are also responsible for recruiting students,
since charter schools operate as schools of choice. In a survey of charter school principals across six states,
the National Charter School Research Project at the University of Wyoming, researchers found that facilities
issues are one of the top concerns of charter school principals. Charter schools typically must nd and fund
their own buildings (Campbell, Gross, & Lake, 2008).

Other top concerns include personnel and budget

issues, particularly recruiting and paying for quality teachers, and nding time for strategic planning.

6 Crafting Possibilities for Charter School Leadership Programs
As leadership programs emerge for charter school leaders, we suggest program curricula include courses on
the core mission of public education, including the role of education to bring diverse individuals together,
to create cohesion, and prepare citizens to be deliberative, engaging, citizens who can work and live in
diverse societies.

We also recommend that emerging leadership programs look at both management and

leadership skills of educational leaders and dene how those skills may be balanced in dierent types of
schools. Specically, we suggest:

•

Emerging school leadership programs for charter school leaders oer core courses in the foundations
of public education, including purposes of public schooling for democratic engagement in diverse communities.

•

Leadership programs for both charter and district school leaders oer core courses in working with
charter school boards, to help board members understand their role in overseeing a public school.
These courses should attend to the dierences between public and private governance, including the
responsibility of board members to provide citizens the opportunity for open access to information and
opportunities to engage in discussions with school governors.

•

All leadership programs should consider both the management and leadership functions of school
leaders and be able to distinguish the right balance for the right context. In the case of charter school
leadership programs, curricular needs to include management skills similar to superintendents and
CEOS, while also providing students with skills in managing the multiple expectations charter school
leaders must face.

•

Courses in school-community relations should go beyond dening community as the students and
parents within a given school, even if the school is a charter school. As a public school, charter schools
are a part of the larger public school delivery system, and school leaders must understand how the
independent school ts within that larger community.

This includes both the responsibility public

school leadership have to the local community and the responsibility community members have to the
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school. School-community perspectives can also oer prospective leaders insight as to how to partner
with the community in a way that benets the holistic development of students.

•

Traditional school leadership programs should be expanding their oerings to include courses on the
charter school principalship, highlighting both similarities and dierences between leadership in traditional schools and leadership in autonomous public schools.

•

The core values and standards of public education leadership need to be central to any school leadership
program, with an eye on what makes school options public.

Therefore, all programs that prepare

public school leaders should oer prospective leaders opportunities to explore the goals of public education, the dilemmas these goals pose such equity in access and opportunity, and how school leaders
might best address these issues.
This perspective also lends itself to a new approach for charter school research. Instead of focusing on charter
schools and district schools as separate entities, we might look for the ways in which charter schools and
district schools can work together to build a system of public school delivery that is cohesive, connected,
and oers options to parents and students. Possible research questions include:

•

How might charter and district schools work together for the benet of students in the community?
What are the opportunities for shared services? What are the opportunities for specialized services?
On a deeper level, what is it about these schools that might bring them together around meeting the
needs of the local community?

•

What avenues of communication exist for charter and district schools to better serve students and parents? How can a system of communication for public education in a given community share information
about all schools so that true choices can be made?

•

How much information does the community have about public school options, including district and
charter schools?

How can information be disseminated to all stakeholders so that stakeholders can

make informed judgments about their public schools and the policies and people that govern them?

•

What professional development opportunities might exist that can benet both charter and district
school leaders in a given community? How might professional development be delivered in system of
public school that includes public schools of choice?

•

What are the shared goals of public education between charter and district school leaders?
are the dierences?

What

How do these similarities and dierences t within a broader vision for public

education?

•

What would a systems approach to choice look like for public education? How would it dierent from
the market approach? Who would it serve?

7 Current Policy Importance
The question we have raised in this paper is if we are preparing educational leaders for public education leadership in separate programs for district and charter schools, are we serving specic needs of these populations
as new providers in a system of public education, or are we exacerbating a division in public education and
contributing to mixed ideologies, purposes, and goals for public schooling as a common good (Abernathy,
2005; Lubienski, 2001, 2003; Labaree, 1997; Gutmann, 1987). As we move forward with both the study and
practice of charter schooling, we see the potential of a synergetic relationship between charter and district
schools. Given the interest in educational choice, charter schools oer an opportunity for students and parents for that choice, but in order to preserve the core mission of public education, we need to make sure that
choice is part of an overall system of public school delivery that strengthens our eorts toward providing
democratic education for all students. Charter school leaders face unique and dicult challenges that must
be tended to in our school leadership programs. Given the ongoing growth of the charter school movement,
ignoring these needs is not an option. While we believe it is necessary to broaden our leadership programs
to include the special needs of charter school leaders, we must do so from a systems perspective, maintaining
a focus on providing all students with free education that unites rather than divides.
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8.1 Appendix A: ISLLC Standards
Standard 1: A school administrator is an educational leader who promotes the success of all students by

facilitating the development, articulation, implementation, and stewardship of a vision of learning that is
shared and supported by the school community.
Standard 2: A school administrator is an educational leader who promotes the success of all students

by advocating, nurturing, and sustaining a school culture and instructional program conducive to student
learning and sta professional growth.
Standard 3: A school administrator is an educational leader who promotes the success of all students

by ensuring management of the organization, operations, and resources for a safe, ecient, and eective
learning environment.
Standard 4: A school administrator is an educational leader who promotes the success of all students by

collaborating with families and community members, responding to diverse community interests and needs,
and mobilizing community resources.
Standard 5:

A school administrator is an educational leader who promotes the success of all students

by acting with integrity, fairness, and in an ethical manner.
Standard 6:

A school administrator is an educational leader who promotes the success of all students

by understanding, responding to, and inuencing the larger political, social, economic, legal, and cultural
context.
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