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Thanks for the invitation to comment on the report.  I’ve entitled my remarks 

“Measurement and Metaphor”. 

 

In my short time, I won’t comment specifically on any particular paper.  Rather, my 

approach in the next few minutes is to ask and answer a question provoked by this 

publication:  What do I still want to know about chartering after reading this report?  I 

want to focus on two issues inspired by this publication.  One is about measurement and 

the other is about metaphor.   

 

1. Measurement:  What is really going on inside schools that are chartered? 

2. Metaphor:  Is the market metaphor adequate to understanding what chartering is 

about? 

 

1.  Measurement:  What is really going on inside schools that are chartered? 

 

Several essays in the volume talk to the issue of measuring the success of chartering 

individual schools.  While important, it seems to me to stop far short of what we want to 

know about these schools.  Let me explain. 

 

I have visited literally hundreds and hundreds and hundreds of charter schools over the 

last 15 or so years.  This simple question “What is really going on inside the schools?” is 

with me every time I enter one.  It’s based on the notion that a charter is an empty 

structure that can be filled in a variety of ways.  The question came back to me in a strong 

way after reading the recent article in the New York Times Magazine by Paul Tough 

entitled “What It Takes to Make a Student”.   
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After 15 or so years of chartering, there is sufficient evidence around to reach one simple 

conclusion:  some significant number of these schools—especially those with brand 

recognition like KIPP, ASPIRE, GreenDot, Achievement First, Uncommon Schools, 

etc.—are succeeding in extraordinary ways at the really hard task of education poor and 

minority young people to high levels of academic achievement.  Even at the high school 

level—the real lion’s den of the effort to close the achievement gap and educate all young 

people to high standards—these schools are sending young people on to college at 

impressive rates.  How are they doing it?  Why are they succeeding in growing numbers 

while others—especially those branded as district schools—are not? 

 

Paul Tough seems to capture the answer to my question in the following sentence.  He 

says, “The schools are, in the end, a counterintuitive combination of touchy-feely 

idealism and intense discipline.”  He goes on to say: “When students enroll in one of 

these schools…, they are often two or more grade levels behind.  Usually they have 

missed out on many of the millions of everyday intellectual and emotional stimuli that 

their better-off peers have been exposed to since birth.  They are, educationally speaking, 

in deep trouble.  The schools reject the notion that all these struggling students need are 

high expectations; they do need those, of course, but they also need specific types and 

amounts of instruction, both in academics and attitude, to compensate for everything they 

did not receive in their first decade of life.”  

 

He then goes on to talk about how this approach “…connects with a new wave of 

research being done around the country showing that ‘non-cognitive’ abilities like self-

control, adaptability, patience, and openness—[what some call the soft skills,] the kinds 

of qualities that middle-class parents pass on to their children every day, in all kinds of 

subtle and indirect ways—have a huge and measurable impact on a child’s future 

success.” 

 

In another place he says: “The guiding principle for the [leaders of these schools]…is an 

unexpected twist on the ‘separate but equal’ standard: they assert for these students, an 
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equal education is not good enough.  Students who enter [these schools] significantly 

behind grade level don’t need the same good education that most American middle-class 

students receive; they need a better education, because they need to catch up.”   

 

Unfortunately, it seems to be that research has made little effort thus far to describe the 

inside of these schools the way I am suggesting.  It seems to me that we need to spend 

more time, energy, and money probing this question:  what is really going on in these 

schools?  And the people who surely need to be part of doing this are probably 

anthropologists, ethnographers, investigative journalists, and others of that ilk.  I 

understand that a future publication of the National Research Center will take on this 

issue.  And what we might actually begin to learn from this type of investigation is that it 

is possible to say that chartering is succeeding even while some significant numbers of 

the schools may be failing. 

 

2. Metaphor:  Is the market metaphor adequate to understanding what chartering 

is about? 

 

There is no doubt that the market metaphor and the notion of clients, choosers, 

consumers, and competition is useful to helping us understand how chartering is working.  

Several essays in this publication speak to that issue.  But is it enough?  In short, I think 

not.   

 

It seems to me that a complementary—some might argue perhaps a more adequate 

metaphor—is the admittedly ambiguous notion of community along with added notions 

of cooperation and citizenship.  While there is some truth to the notion that markets can 

create the infamous autonomous individual acting to maximize individual interest, it is 

also true to say that markets have the potential to create shared notions of community and 

what others talk about when they use the phrase “social capital.” 

 

These new schools are created by choices—teacher and family choices—that give rise to 

different types of voluntary associations or communities.  Research on chartering has in 
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my opinion neglected to its detriment, looking at this effort as a way to put the “public”, 

to put the citizen back in public education—a task that Kettering Foundation President 

David Mathews has written about at length.   

 

Does chartering as a new choice, as a new option for families, educators, and the larger 

civic community create a unique opportunity for all these groups to become active 

citizens and supporters of public education in a way that the district structure now works 

against in so many different ways?  Are the metaphors of clients, choosers, consumers, 

and competition a necessary but ultimately insufficient way to think about the real value 

of chartering—namely, removing the exclusive franchise the district has to create new 

schools as a possibility for new cooperative communities of shared vision, shared 

interest, shared results, and ultimately shared citizenship?  It seems to me that this is 

another topic that has much potential for future investigation. 

 

In summary and in short, I still want to know more about measurement and metaphor. 

 

 


