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Introduction
All engines require inspection and maintenance.  

Whether the engine is powering a vehicle or driving 
change, it is essential to periodically examine its 
performance and efficiency. 

In the case of an automobile, it is not difficult to 
determine how well an engine is functioning. A me-
chanic can simply hook up the car to a computer 
and run a number of automated tests that scan for 
problems and provide immediate, quantifiable re-
sults.

It is less straightforward, but no less critical, that 
we do the same work for Michigan’s charter public 
schools. After more than a decade in operation, we 
need to pull over and get out from behind the wheel.  
We must take an objective look at what’s working, 
what needs to be fixed, and how we can assure 
Michigan taxpayers that this particular engine of 
school reform is ready to take us to the next level. 

If you think of each of Michigan’s 232 charter 
schools as the equivalent of a vehicle inspection 
point, we have all the information we need to 
keep this sector of public education in good run-
ning condition. Each of the schools currently in 
operation tells its own story and offers a unique 
vantage point to help us see what’s needed to 
keep the whole system functioning smoothly. We 
need to connect with each of these points and pull 
all of the learning and data together to form a 
complete diagnostic picture. 

Finding the Right Mechanic 
As with any scheduled maintenance, it is impor-

tant to begin with the right “mechanic”—someone 
who understands the engine, knows how to quickly 
and accurately identify common problems, and can 
implement cost-effective solutions. In the case of 
Michigan’s charter school sector, it is natural to 
look to the authorizing community as a highly quali-
fied supplier of necessary tools, resources, and ex-
pertise. This community is able to provide both 
high-level analysis, as well as on-the-ground recom-
mendations for ensuring charter school quality on an 
individual and collective basis. 

Let’s spend a moment on this point in particular.  
As a profession, charter school authorizing is still 
relatively new and little understood. Some might 
think that providing high-quality oversight of char-
ter public schools requires nothing more than a pen-
cil and clipboard, but this is simply not the case.  
Nor does effective school authorizing occur when it 
is only a sideline institutional activity; rather, it re-
quires the application of a wide array of profes-
sional disciplines (e.g., educational delivery, non-
profit management, governmental leadership, and 
business operations). These disciplines must be bal-
anced and carefully woven together in a manner that 
will ultimately foster and support each school’s com-
plete success. An effective authorizer actually serves as 
a knowledge/research center, management consultant, 
trainer and advisor, data analyst, and much more.   
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above and beyond their achievement 
trends before they were subject to 
charter competition. Moreover, they 
are above and beyond the improve-
ments made during the same period 
in public schools that did not factor 
charter competition. Just to give a 
sense of the magnitude of these im-
provements, one can compare De-
troit (a district that did face competi-
tion) with one of its most affluent 
suburbs, Grosse Pointe (a district 
that did not face competition). If 
Detroit were to maintain its faster 
rate of improvement, it would close 
the achievement gap between its 
students and Grosse Pointe’s stu-
dents in just under two decades. 

In addition, a 2001 study com-
missioned by the U.S. Department 
of Education found that charter 
competition compelled conven-
tional K-12 public schools to be-
come more customer service ori-
ented and/or implement new or 
improved educational programs.

These results echoed earlier re-
sults reported in 1999 by research-
ers from Western Michigan Uni-
versity, who found that conven-
tional public schools in Michigan 
were responding to competition 
from charters by offering new pro-
grams, improving communications 
with parents, and placing greater 
emphasis on test scores. A Macki-
nac Center for Public Policy report 
issued in August 2000 observed 
that “school districts that respond 
to the needs and demands of stu-
dents and parents will improve and 
thrive in a competitive environ-
ment, depending on the attitude 
and approach of school leaders.” 

Many schools have responded 
by initiating site-based manage-
ment programs that allow school 
leaders to address student/family 
needs more immediately and effec-
tively.

The wealth of experience accu-
mulated by the Michigan authoriz-
ing community is of great value in 
conducting a comprehensive as-
sessment of charter school quality.  
When it comes to selecting a me-
chanic, the choice seems clear. 

Popping the Hood 

Taking a cursory glance at 
Michigan’s charter school sector, 
the strength of this particular en-
gine is immediately evident. Char-
ter public schools welcomed more 
than 100,000 students across the 
state in the fall of 2006. In fact, 
many schools had more applicants 
than space, forcing hundreds of 
families—maybe more—onto 
waiting lists. This continuing de-
mand indicates that more students 
and families are accepting charter 
schools as viable alternatives to the 
conventional districts.

The existence of the charter alter-
native has also made a difference in 
the conventional K-12 community: 
studies have shown that schools 
across the state have responded to 
competition by improving the qual-
ity of their programs—something 
we’ve known  for some time. For 
example, according to a 2001 study 
by Harvard professor Caroline  
Hoxby, Michigan’s charter school 
law has accomplished significant 
change among traditional education 
systems:

Achievement improved in Michigan 
public schools faced with significant 
competition. Their scores climbed 
by 2.4 scale points more per year in 
4th grade reading and 2.5 scale points 
more per year in 4th grade math (4th

grade is the only elementary grade in 
which Michigan administers a state-
wide test). These improvements are 
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engine, but of carefully refining its 
current performance. 

With this central objective in 
mind, we recommend a few key 
policy recommendations relative to 
the Michigan charter school sector.

Create alternative
sources of fuel:

Reform teacher certification 

Some observers have indicated 
that charter public schools have 
failed to provide educational oppor-
tunities that are innovative or differ-
ent from the existing K-12 system.

In response to this argument, 
we say that it is difficult to achieve 
outcomes that are substantially dif-
ferent—or even marginally differ-
ent—if the inputs remain the same. 
Thus, charter schools are ready to 
develop and use alternative 
sources of talent to ensure that 
teachers, staff members, and ad-
ministrators with diverse educa-
tional philosophies and innovative 
instructional strategies can be 
brought into the classroom.

Why do we see this as a critical 
strategy for further improving char-
ter schools? In his book The Schools 
We Need, prominent educational 
author and scholar E.D. Hirsch ob-
serves that, for more than 70 years, 
teacher preparation programs have 
been based on pedagogical strategies 
that are grounded in worldview as-
sumptions not consistent with some 
views of teaching and learning.

We realize, of course, that not 
everyone agrees with Dr. Hirsch. 
However, we think an important part 
of the innovation promised through 
charter schools is realized in giving 
communities greater latitude to es-
tablish and develop alternative 
teacher preparation programs.

According to a 2000 study by 
Michael Mintrom: 

The ripple effect shows up more 
clearly in the use of site-based man-
agement.  While this is most preva-
lent among charters, a fair number of 
principals in urban schools reported 
its use.  More importantly, in more 
than two-thirds of the cases, the prin-
cipals of these schools said site-based 
management had been adopted after 
1994, the year charters began to 
emerge in Michigan. 

Ripple effects also show up in efforts 
to promote a family-like environment 
in the school, and in efforts to in-
volve students in school decision-
making and planning.  In both cases, 
more than 40% of the urban princi-
pals reported adoption of these prac-
tices after 1994. 

Clearly, the introduction of com-
petition into the educational market-
place is having an impact on the way 
all schools do business, with the end 
result being that service to students 
and families improves. From a pol-
icy perspective, this is strong justifi-
cation for the expansion of charter 
schools and other innovations that 
lead to parental choice. 

We recognize, however, it is sim-
ply not enough to increase the num-
ber of charter public schools operat-
ing in Michigan.

First, we must work to ensure 
that the charter school sector does 
not simply mirror and re-create the 
existing K-12 system, but that it 
continues to provide important al-
ternatives for schoolchildren eve-
rywhere.

Second, it is important to ele-
vate school quality among char-
ters, both for the students they 
serve directly and for the K-12 
system as a whole. In other words, 
it is a matter not of overhauling the 
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Re-engineer outdated models 
when necessary: Develop 

new methods of school and 
student assessment 

     Assessing school performance is 
a function that is both complex and 
politically charged. In today’s educa-
tional marketplace, the results of stu-
dent assessments help inform policy-
makers, communities, and families, 
and they can even determine the ulti-
mate success or failure of an individ-
ual school.
     On a large scale, there are two 
basic ways of assessing student 
progress in school. The first model 
is known as an achievement 
model, and it provides a snapshot 
of the results achieved by a par-
ticular group of students on a spe-
cific test on a given day.
      But what do such assessments 
actually tell us? Not as much as we 
would like. 
      Achievement tests show one-
time measurements in an absolute 
value sense. This allows for compari-
sons among school districts, but fails 
to account for important variables, 
such as prior learning, low socio-
economic background, and other im-
portant correlates of learning. 
      A second model of assessment, 
however, measures student growth. 
This methodology compares test 
scores at the beginning and end of 
the school year to determine how 
much learning the student gained 
between tests. In a statistical sense, 
the student becomes his or her own 
control, thereby eliminating the 
effects of known and unknown 
variables that researchers call 
“noise.” Because this type of as-
sessment measures annual gains, it 
is called “value added.” 

For charters in particular, fresh 
approaches are necessary to bring 
about meaningful, lasting change.

In order to achieve this kind of 
change, alternative pathways to 
teacher certification are needed. 
These alternatives will result in intel-
lectual diversity and innovation in 
public education for charter—and 
conventional—public schools alike.

Nationally, some charter public 
schools have taken the lead in de-
signing and implementing solu-
tions to the problem of teacher 
preparation. In San Diego, Califor-
nia, one of the nation’s leading 
charter schools has established its 
own teacher credentialing system 
on campus. High Tech High now 
operates a single-subject teacher 
intern program that allows quali-
fied candidates to begin teaching 
on campus immediately, while re-
ceiving the training, mentoring, 
and instruction they need to be-
come fully qualified teachers at the 
end of a two-year period. To par-
ticipate in the program, candidates 
must demonstrate their subject 
matter competency and be ready to 
hit the ground running. Once there, 
they gain practical experience and 
lasting knowledge that ensures 
their lasting value to the students 
and families they serve. 

In Michigan, alternative certifi-
cation procedures are worth ex-
ploring more thoroughly, particu-
larly in charter schools that show 
promise of exceptional quality. We 
recommend considering site-based 
programs, similar to those imple-
mented at High Tech High, that 
allow qualified individuals to enter 
the classroom immediately and 
achieve full certification through a 
combination of coursework and 
structured mentoring opportunities. 
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In addition to what 
value-added assess-
ment can tell us about 
individual student 
performance, a major 
advantage is that it 
recognizes the 
achievements of 
schools that start out 
with higher numbers 
of disadvantaged
pupils who make 
great gains, even 
though their absolute 
test scores may not
reflect this success. 

The best 232-point inspection will 
occur when more useful, accurate, 
and objective data are available. 

Some Michigan authorizers 
have developed sophisticated sys-
tems for tracking data regarding 
student achievement and compli-
ance, as well as data about finan-
cial and operational areas. The 
Center for Charter Schools at Cen-
tral Michigan University, for ex-
ample, developed such a software 
system used by authorizers around 
the country. Another example can 
be observed at Grand Valley State 
University, where charter school 
officials can access a data portal 
that allows them to see, at a 
glance, how their school is doing 
relative to the standards estab-
lished by law and in their charter 
contracts, as well as how they 
compare with other GVSU author-
ized schools. Clear, objective re-
sults like these help foster better 
decision-making at the school 
level and allow for clearer ac-
countability and oversight for all. 

This kind of efficiency depends 
on quality information systems. 
Expanding the number of these 
systems will help ensure that char-
ter school officials and authorizers 
have the data they need to drive 
outstanding performance. 
      Schools and authorizers must 
also have a clear commitment to 
using these data to make decisions 
that will improve quality and foster 
lasting change across the state. It is 
not enough to make pretty graphs: 
Accurate, timely information is not 
simply a depiction of last year’s 
results—as with Michigan’s cur-
rent system of statewide assess-
ment—it  is a motivating force that 
can be harnessed to drive real time 
improvements in schools. 

Value-added assessments meas-
ure growth by benchmarking the 
student’s starting achievement 
level. Implemented effectively, 
teachers and administrators use the 
value-added model to predict the 
amount of progress a student is 
likely to make during a given time 
period (for example, a school 
year), based on his or her individ-
ual gains from previous grades.  
Once the time period has con-
cluded, teachers could then deter-
mine how well the student did 
relative to expectations. 

This methodology is powerful, 
in that it can be used on a collec-
tive basis to analyze overall school 
performance and on an individual 
basis to discern the unique needs 
of specific pupils.

In addition to what value-added 
assessment can tell us about indi-
vidual student performance, a ma-
jor advantage is that it recognizes 
the achievements of schools that 
enroll larger numbers of disadvan-
taged pupils who make great gains, 
even though their absolute test 
scores may not reflect this success. 

We believe charter and conven-
tional public schools across Michi-
gan should adopt value-added as-
sessment models to ensure that we 
are asking the proper questions 
about school quality and can more 
accurately and effectively evaluate 
the answers. 

Switch from “visual inspec-
tion” to computer diagnos-

tics: Let objective data drive 
decision-making

It is essential that Michigan’s 
charter schools develop better ways 
of gathering, using, and presenting 
data, both internally and externally. 
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more powerful outcome than sim-
ple school closure. The reason this 
is the case is that no conventional 
K-12 public school in Michigan 
was ever closed for poor perform-
ance or mismanagement, despite 
evidence indicating that some 
should. In this respect, charter au-
thorizers have incubated a best 
practice and will continue to de-
velop it. 

Support performance on and 
off the track: Reward quality 

schools

For some time, Michigan charter 
advocates have proposed removing 
the artificial restraint limiting the 
number of charter schools. Why 
consider this issue again? 

Changing state law to allow 
more charter schools would create 
an incentive for strong perform-
ance by individual charter schools 
and authorizers. For example, if a 
particular charter school achieves a 
certain level of progress according 
to a value-added assessment 
model, it could essentially “earn its 
way out” from under the statutory 
limitation, freeing up another spot 
for an additional charter program 
to be piloted.

This reward could be even more 
effective if it were also coupled 
with other policy changes. For ex-
ample, the Legislature could grant 
some freedom from regulation for 
the entire K-12 community of 
Michigan public schools. Under 
this proposal, any school that met  
certain performance standards 
could ask for, and receive, regula-
tion waivers from the Michigan 
Department of Education and/or its 
authorizer, if applicable.

Junk the lemons: Close 
schools that do not deliver 
on their performance goals 

In a few instances, both anecdo-
tal evidence and data from formal 
assessments reveal a particular 
school simply not hitting the mark.  
While these situations are never 
easy, past experience has shown 
that it is better to dissolve the 
school rather than allow students 
to continue languishing in what 
amounts to a third-rate educational 
experience.

Michigan’s authorizers have 
valuable experience with school 
closures. To date, they’ve closed 
approximately two dozen charter 
schools due the school’s failure to 
meet expectations regarding finan-
cial, management, or academic 
performance. In every instance 
where such failures have occurred, 
despite some negative reporting in 
the press, the school’s authorizer 
made a strong case that the school 
failed its obligations to the public.

Dissolving a school is a bold 
step and never undertaken lightly.  
Authorizers work hard to avoid 
closing a school, but in the end, if 
it is unavoidable, they prepare the 
community, provide information 
and resources to parents, and dis-
solve the institution as smoothly as 
possible. While effecting a closure 
is difficult for everyone involved, 
the truth is that eliminating poor- 
performing schools clears the way 
for high-performing ones. In the 
end, it is children who benefit.

Of all the contributions made 
by the charter community to date, 
this particular type of work is per-
haps the most significant. Where 
quality is concerned, there is no 
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For more information on 
Michigan authorizers, and 
the profession of charter 
school authorizing, we invite 
you to visit the following 
websites:
www.mccsa.us
www.charterauthorizers.org
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Charter and conventional public 
schools alike could benefit under 
such a plan, if implemented effec-
tively.

These and other non-monetary 
incentives for rewarding high-
performing schools merit consid-
eration to help boost quality across 
the board.

Driving It Home 

Charter public schools are adding a 
new dimension to public education 
in Michigan and, as such, they 
merit regular inspection and main-
tenance.  The ideas presented here 
should help frame a discussion of 
the possibilities surrounding char-
ter school quality, both from the 
perspective of necessary inputs 
and, of course, end results.
      We hope this monograph leads 
to a more thorough review of bar-
riers to, and support of, charter 
school quality, and we look for-
ward to participating in an ongoing 
public dialogue on this important 
issue.
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