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The Family Learning Center Charter School: 
Leadership and Accountability at a Crossroads 

 
James R. Detert 
Natalie R. Detert 

 
Harvard University 

 
Abstract 

The Family Learning Center Charter School case details the start-up and first year of 

operations of an elementary charter school in a diverse and relatively low-income area of St. 

Paul, Minnesota.  The school’s founder, Dr. Wayne Jennings, established the school to test his 

model for Community Learning Centers, designed around nineteen research-based principles.  

Jennings struggles to implement the model faithfully, dealing with all the other challenges of 

starting a new charter school, including funding problems, an inexperienced staff, and the lack of 

an established curriculum.   

The case is useful for administrators-in-training, administrators already in leadership 

positions in traditional public schools, and individuals interested in exploring the establishment 

of a charter school.  In particular, it addresses three significant questions.  First, what are charter 

schools?  Fundamentally, the case serves to clear up general misconceptions about charter 

schools and offer a concrete illustration.  Second, how should new and innovative programs be 

evaluated?  The case provides a format to discuss the standards, means, and length of evaluation 

of a program’s performance.  Finally, how should leadership respond as it strives to meet its 

goals with limited resources?  Charter schools provide an exceptional level of autonomy while 

also demanding an unparallel demonstration of accountability. 

Case 

Closing for the school year on June 11, 1997, the administrator of the Family Learning 
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Center Charter School (FLC) sat down at his desk and began to reflect on the institution’s first 

year of operation.  Dr. Wayne Jennings felt a sense of accomplishment at the progress made over 

the course of the year in the midst of significant challenges.  However, in light of the goals and 

purposes set out in its charter, Jennings needed to focus on assessing the school’s performance 

concretely.  In fact, he believed a thorough assessment would lead him to restructure and 

reorganize in preparation for year two.  Jennings retraced his steps to shed light on the evaluation 

process as well as discern future direction. 

Inspiration 

Jennings led a private educational consulting firm, Designs for Learning, in St. Paul, 

Minnesota.  In 1992, the firm received approximately one million dollars from the New 

American Schools Development Corporation to develop a radically different approach to K-12 

education.  The resultant product was a booklet, outlining the design specifications for 

Community Learning Centers, educational facilities organized around 19 specifications, 

including the principles of autonomy from centralized bureaucracy; parental and staff control of 

decision-making; and curriculum, instruction, and assessment based on brain-based learning 

theory and individualized learning plans.  (See Exhibit 1)  During the next two academic years, 

1993-1995, Designs for Learning received several million dollars in additional funding to test the 

model in nine sites around Minnesota. 

As Jennings observed the implementation of the Community Learning Centers model, he 

was disappointed by the partial, non-systemic approach the sites were taking.  He began to think 

that a new school based entirely on the model was needed to really test the validity of the 

concept.  As a result, in late 1995, Jennings decided to approach the St. Paul School Board to 

seek a charter for a new school in the Frogtown area.  Frogtown’s low socioeconomic status and 
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ethnically and racially diverse population appealed to Jennings.  He reasoned that the location 

would not only increase his chances of receiving a charter from the school board but also lend 

additional credibility to the Community Learning Centers model. 

Charter 

Jennings shared his vision with the St. Paul School Board in November of 1995.  Due to 

the extreme nature of overcrowding in the St. Paul elementary schools, the board approved a K-

12 charter for Jennings but stipulated that he start with the elementary grades and expand upward 

in future years.  Although the State Board of Education approved the charter in January of 1996, 

the drawing up of the actual contract between Jennings and the St. Paul School Board was 

cordial but consumed four months.  Therein, the St. Paul School Board relinquished all authority, 

control, power, and administrative responsibility over the FLC except as specifically stated in the 

charter. 

Jennings signed the contract and committed the FLC to a series of general goals and 

purposes as outlined: 

a. improve student learning; 

b. increase learning opportunities for pupils; 

c. encourage the use of different and innovative teaching methods; 

d. require the measurement of learning outcomes and create different and innovative 

forms of measuring outcomes; 

e. establish new forms of accountability for schools; 

f. create new professional opportunities for teachers, including the opportunity to be 

responsible for the learning program at the school site. 
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These goals and purposes also represent the criteria by which the district committed to evaluate 

the success of the charter school in three years.  However, the contract does not specify what 

level of progress towards these goals will be considered acceptable when the district considers 

renewal. 

School Staff 

Mandate in hand, Jennings began the process of starting a small elementary school from 

scratch.  His first step was to find a home for the school.  Although Jennings had planned to 

locate the school in the Frogtown area, he was unable to find a suitable building.  Therefore, he 

expanded his search into an adjacent neighborhood, Midway, where he arranged to lease a new 

building still under construction.1  As permitted by Minnesota’s charter school laws, the FLC 

was given no money by the district or the state to offset its high start-up costs, including leasing 

a commercial facility, but it did receive a $50,000 federal grant for charter school start-up costs. 

The school was designed as one large “open space” so that the only “dividers” would be 

low-standing furniture items such as small desks or student cabinets.  No walls or dividers would 

separate the student groups working in different areas of the room.  The staff laid out the airy, 

bright, and colorful schoolroom in its entirety in the weeks preceding the school’s opening; 

chairs, cabinets, and artwork of various bright colors sprinkled the room.  Equipment and 

furnishings had been picked up second-hand and cleaned or painted for use in the school.  The 

school’s fledgling “library” contained about 200 books on several bookracks scattered 

throughout the learning space. 

During the pre-commencement period, Jennings also made several key operational 

decisions not open to most district schools.  For example, the FLC chose not to use the district’s 

                                                 
1 Midway is similar to Frogtown with its low socioeconomic status and highly ethnically and racially diverse 
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bus service, since it did not want to be tied down by the inflexible starting and ending times it 

would be assigned.  Thus, although it cost slightly more, the FLC contracted independently with 

a bus company for a 9:30 a.m. start and 4:30 p.m. finish. 

School Teacher 

Jennings’ next step was to assemble the staff and administrative structure for the school.  

Jennings’ firm, Designs for Learning, signed a “management contract” to run the school.  The 

contract requires Designs for Learning to perform all managerial, administrative, and other 

operational functions (i.e. grantwriting, bookkeeping, and technology management) at a cost of 

7% of the school’s total revenue.  On the other hand, teachers, educational assistants, and several 

part-time support staff would handle daily operations at the school.  The charter school would 

have its own school board of teachers and parents, completely independent from the board of the 

sponsoring district.  By law, teachers would comprise the majority of the seven-member board. 

Based on a projected enrollment of 100 students, Jennings hired three teachers (called 

“facilitators of learning”) and 4 educational assistants (E.A.).2  Jennings was pleased that the 

diversity of the staff (two were African-American and one was Hmong) reflected the expected 

student population.  The enthusiastic staff was inexperienced; in total, the seven members had 

less than three years teaching experience.  Consequently, Jennings used a large portion of the 

federal start-up money to start the teachers three weeks early for teacher inservice and training.3   

Teacher preparation focused on the philosophy, principles, and key components of the 

Community Learning Centers model, including theories on brain-based learning and heavy 

parental involvement.  In addition, Jennings outlined his vision that each student have a 

                                                                                                                                                             
population. 
2 The Community Learning Centers model calls for staffing ratios of 33:1 for teachers and 25:1 for educational 
assistants. 
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“personal learning plan” developed by the teacher, student, and parent in a pre-commencement 

conference.  Finally, Jennings explained that these elements would all support a core curriculum 

of basic skills and life skills, leading to five key outcomes for students.  These outcomes called 

for students to become creative healthy individuals, problem solvers, productive workers, self-

directed lifelong learners, and responsible citizens.  (See Exhibit 2) 

 In contrast to public school practice in Minnesota, the FLC’s teachers were offered 

employment “at will;” they are not represented by a union, subject to a collective bargaining 

agreement, or guaranteed employment through tenure.  The pay scale developed for teachers and 

educational assistants, based on the concept of performance not seniority, has four levels from 

starting to expert.  All teachers and E.A.s start at the same pay level and may earn pay increases 

by demonstrating their skills in a variety of roles such as advisor and learning facilitator.  

Jennings felt certain that the school’s teachers would all progress to the second level (“initial”) 

on some of the skills within the first weeks of the year.  (See Exhibits 3 and 4)  Teachers could 

request a pay review at any time as long as they kept a portfolio, documenting new skill 

acquisition and use.  As a result, a much less senior teacher could be deemed “expert” across the 

roles and earn significantly more than a more senior teacher rated at lower levels of performance.   

School Opening 

On September 6, 1996, the Family Learning Center opened with a diverse K-4 enrollment 

of 52 students, approximately 35% of the students being European-American, 25% being 

African-American, 35% being Asian-American, and a few being Native-American and Hispanic.  

Almost all of the Asian-American students were Hmong, as the Midway and Frogtown areas of 

St. Paul are among the largest resettlement areas in the U.S. for refugees from Laos. 

                                                                                                                                                             
3 The remainder of the start-up money was used to purchase equipment and to market the school throughout the 
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The kindergarten class was full with 24 students and headed by Amy Gibbs and Tim 

Hawkins.  Since graduating two years ago from a four-year teaching program, Gibbs had been 

working part-time in the St. Paul School District.  She was excited to join the FLC, a school 

where she felt she could make a significant difference.  Hawkins, the E.A., was not looking for a 

job when he called to find out more about the new school in his neighborhood.  Working as a 

cook at the time, he was pleased to find an opportunity to work with kids again.  “In all my jobs 

working with kids,” said Hawkins, “I never once have had a day where I woke up thinking ‘I 

don’t want to go to work today.’” 

C.J. Anderson and Rachel Mittleman accepted their first teaching positions with the FLC 

and taught the combined first and second grade class of 24 children.  By chance, Anderson had 

met a staff member from Designs for Learning, and the school seemed like a perfect fit for him.  

He had written his senior paper on family involvement to complete his degree in elementary 

education in December 1995.  Mittleman’s background, including a Master’s degree, is in 

therapeutic recreation.  She had always felt traditional schools were problematic by design and 

applied for an E.A. position despite little knowledge of the charter school movement.  

Kris Pinomaki and Israel Moses led the 20 third and fourth grade students.  After 

working for several years in another field, Pinomaki finished her teaching certificate program in 

December 1995.  Before being hired by the FLC, she had subbed in three local school districts.  

Moses, the E.A., has a dual degree in psychology and sociology.  Although his ultimate goal is to 

get a Master’s degree and work in counseling youth, he took the position to gain experience 

working with children. 

School Picture: October 8, 1996 

                                                                                                                                                             
neighborhood. 
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A month into the school year, the brand new building had been transformed into a 

personalized learning environment for the 68 students now enrolled.  Artwork was evident 

everywhere in the educational area, posted on walls, hanging from the ceiling, decorating desks.  

While one group made music with basic instruments and sang, another group worked on art, and 

yet another listened to a story being read by a teacher.  Although the music, talk, and activity of 

the groups pervaded the entire room, the noise did not seem to deter either students or teachers 

from their tasks. 

The FLC opened without textbooks for students; teachers used textbooks only to provide 

guidance and structure to the evolving curriculum.  As a result, teachers were working long 

hours to create a hands-on curriculum for multi-age groups. “I have so much input – in how to 

design the curriculum, how to get parents involved, etc. and I like the feeling of being more 

responsible,” said one teacher.  Although they enjoyed the freedom and flexibility of the no-text 

approach, they acknowledged the extra time required to plan lessons from scratch.  “It’s more 

motivating for students, and brain-based research says students can handle it,” said another 

teacher, “but it’s also frustrating to have no framework for the curriculum.” 

On top of curriculum development, teachers were working to implement other aspects of 

the Community Learning Centers model.  For example, parents, grandparents, and other 

volunteers participated in the classroom on a regular basis; one parent brought in a Great Dane 

and taught the students about dog safety, and another planted tulips with students.  In addition, 

the school reached out actively into the community.  Within the first six weeks, field trips were 

completed or scheduled to a historical farm, an apple orchard, a pumpkin patch, a fire station, 

and a police department. 
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The teachers and assistants were unanimous in their support of the evaluation and 

compensation plan.  In particular, they viewed the compensation plan, based totally on 

performance, as fair and motivating and lacked any concern about tenure.  Gibbs, who had taken 

a pay cut, felt confident that she would eventually make it up.  “If I’m performing, why do I need 

to worry about tenure?” asked Hawkins.  However, none of the staff knew the date of or process 

involved in the first performance review.  In general, they were too busy to be worrying about a 

performance review and were sure it would work out, because both they and Wayne Jennings 

were “flexible.” Several had begun to create their own portfolios documenting their 

performance. 

Gibbs, Anderson, and Pinomaki worked from around 7:30 a.m. – 5:30 or 6:00 p.m., often 

returning to school in the evening or on one weekend day to put in a few more hours.  Although 

the assistants worked slightly shorter days and spent less time planning at home, they also 

worked a number of evenings doing parent or community events.  The staff began to worry about 

“burn out” from the long hours.  Most felt the long hours were necessary in the beginning but 

planned to cut back in the months ahead.  Overall, the staff enjoyed the time put into the school, 

agreed that they had developed excellent camaraderie, and spoke positively about the future of 

the school. 

School Picture: December 16, 1996 

Jennings felt the staff had implemented about half of the specifications of the Community 

Learning Centers model but cited the advisory system, personal learning plans, student-based 

learning, classroom management, and behavior as areas for improvement.  Teachers were still 

experimenting with activities and the schedule in an attempt to implement the model, while 

simultaneously dealing with the ongoing challenges of working with a diverse group of students 
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and behavioral problems in the open, less-structured environment of the school.  The biggest 

problems, according to teachers, were student discipline and the absence of a senior teacher in 

the school. 

A number of significant events had taken place between October and December.  In late 

October, the students had taken the Metropolitan Achievement Tests (MAT-7).4  In early 

December, the FLC received the results for its 2nd-4th graders.  In all subject areas for all three 

grades, the students’ national percentile ranks were between ten and thirty-five.  The test also 

indicated that most students were reading at one or two grade levels below their current grade.  

Jennings and the staff considered the test results a measure of where students had entered not a 

measure of the school’s performance.  “It makes me wonder what the 3rd and 4th graders did at 

their previous schools,” said one teacher.  Other staff downplayed the importance of the 

standardized test, saying, for example, “Even if the scores don’t go up, if the kids are happy here 

and feel good about themselves, that’s proof enough.” 

Jennings had planned to enroll between 100 and 120 students.  Because he ended up with 

only 68, the school budget was showing a first-year-projected deficit of approximately $122,000.  

To save money, Jennings cut down the work done for the school by Designs for Learning, 

eliminated one-quarter of his own salary, and restricted trips and materials purchases.  Although 

he began to actively seek grants from foundations and private sources, the school board of three 

teachers, three parents, and Jennings voted to suspend performance pay increases in light of the 

budget shortfall.  Jennings felt his primary goal, to avoid teaching staff cuts, was critical to 

                                                 
4 The MAT-7 test is a paper-and-pencil test administered and normed to students in large metropolitan areas across 
the U.S. and considered an indicator of student performance in urban areas. 
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student learning.5  If necessary, Jennings would borrow money, including from his private 

assets.  Nonetheless, substitutes were not being hired when staff members were absent.  By 

December, the combination of winter flu season and exhaustion resulted in more absences, and 

at least one staff member voiced the need for substitutes despite the financial problems. 

Jennings conducted brief individual performance reviews in early December where each 

staff member presented a personal development plan.  Although they had voted for the 

suspension of merit pay increases themselves and understood the necessity, the staff felt 

disappointed and frustrated about the lack of pay raises for the progress they demonstrated.  One 

teacher said, “For a while, it made me feel worried about putting all my time into the school.  If I 

can’t get paid for it, I wanted my time back.”  The teaching assistants also expressed 

disappointment in the pay freeze, especially since their expanded responsibilities included 

attending community meetings and parent conferences, helping with fundraising, and picking up 

lunches. 

Overall, teachers felt supported and appreciated by Jennings who did whatever he could 

to help out.  One teacher said she saw Jennings shovel the sidewalk, observe several teachers, do 

magic tricks with the students, and eat lunch with the group on the previous day.  Jennings was 

flexible with and empowered teachers.  The one frustration with Jennings was that he was out of 

the building so much.  “Sometimes I expect him to be here to help with problems and he’s not,” 

said one teacher.  “I know he’s at the legislature fighting for better charter school funding, out 

helping other charter schools, or out drumming up financial support for the school, but I still 

wish he was here.” 

                                                 
5 One of the four teaching assistants, Israel Moses, left the school in November to pursue his master’s degree in 
counseling.  While the staff and students missed his presence, the staff reported no problems in covering his duties.  
Due to the lower-than-expected enrollment, no replacement was hired. 
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Despite these challenges, five of the six staff spoke enthusiastically about the school in 

mid-December.  The school had hosted a Family Night in early December and 80-100 family 

members came for the potluck and evening of games.  The event was so successful that the staff 

decided to have a family night once a month for the rest of the year.  The teachers had reduced 

the amount of evening and weekend hours they were working and looked forward to the winter 

break and chance to start anew in January. 

School Picture: March 20, 1997 

 During the second semester, teachers expressed concern about student learning in basic 

skill areas like reading and math.  Anderson, the first and second grades teacher, said, “The 

curriculum is just a day-by-day kind of thing, which is good in that it’s student-centered.  But I’d 

like a little more focus on what kids ‘should’ know.”  As a result, teachers increasingly 

structured the day and curriculum.  First, they eliminated spatially separated areas for math, 

reading, etc., and students worked, by grade level, in the same area on all subjects.  Second, 

rather than buy a standard elementary school curriculum program, Jennings and the staff began 

drafting a list of “learner outcomes,” specifying grade level student competence in simple terms. 

 Overall, Jennings spoke positively about the school and the teachers, whose dedication he 

described as “100% great.”  In particular, he noted their efforts towards using brain-based, 

experiential teaching methods.  In addition, the staff had continued to engage parents and the 

community; since New Year’s, they had organized a Hmong cultural night, a family carnival 

night, and trips to a local university, art museum, performing arts theater, and grocery store.  On 

the other hand, Jennings pointed out the biggest struggle for the inexperienced teaching staff: 

handling student behavior problems. 
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 Teachers agreed with Jennings about their efforts to deal with student behavior problems.  

They felt frustrated by the severe emotional problems of students and the lack of any specialized 

staff to deal with these students.  The district reimbursed the school for the part-time services of 

a psychologist, a speech therapist, and a nurse.6  However, none of them were usually on-site 

when problems occurred, and staff had to figure out short-term solutions for themselves.  In the 

view of several teachers, the lack of a formal discipline plan made handling student behavior 

problems even more difficult. 

 Despite the persistent behavioral problems of several students, teachers described the 

adequate academic and interpersonal progress of most students.  They spoke of progress in terms 

of students “taking on more responsibility for their own learning” and improving listening skills, 

reading, comprehension, and social skills.  One teacher said, "Students love coming to school!"  

Student portfolios, though, were not used to demonstrate student progress, because students 

often neglected their portfolios and took their best work home or displayed it at school. 

 The last formal performance evaluations took place in early December.  “We have 

informal ‘How are you doing?’ meetings with Wayne and he gives us notes now and then,” said 

one teacher.  “But there’s no money to give us so there’s no reason to do a huge thing.”  

Although the staff was not feeling “burnt-out” (they had reduced their hours somewhat and felt 

incredibly supported by one another and by Jennings) they were exhausted and looking forward 

to the upcoming spring break. 

                                                 
6 Under state and federal law, the FLC had the right to ask the district for special education, gifted education, and 
nursing assistance at cost to the district. 
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School Picture: April 7, 1997 

In late March, Designs for Learning leant the school $12,000 to meet its payroll when 

payments from the state ended for the year.7  Jennings also secured a line of credit for $100,000 

from a local bank to be used to finish the year, if pending grants did not come through.8  Within 

a week of taking these steps, Jennings received word that two foundations granted the school 

$60,000.   

Despite a projected deficit of around $40,000, Jennings proposed a “blanket” raise for all 

staff from level one to level two on the pay scale at the early April board meeting.  Future raises 

would still be performance-based and depend on staff presentation of evidence to indicate an 

increase in the level of mastery in the specific skill/role areas.  The board approved the long-

overdue raises, amounting to $4,500/year for teachers and $3,500/year for teaching assistants.  

With only two months remaining, though, the additional expense amounted to only 

approximately $5,000 for the first year.9

School Year End 

As the close of the school year approached, the staff spoke with excitement about their 

achievements.  Anderson summed up the feeling of the group, “We never went backwards.  If 

something didn’t work, we tried something else.”  They felt that parental involvement, staff 

communication, and individualized instruction had contributed to a successful first year, despite 

                                                 
7 Because Jennings had planned for between 100 and 120 students and ended up with only 68, the school budget 
was showing a first-year projected deficit of approximately $122,000.  Based on an estimate of 100 students, the 
state had overpaid the school between August and November, so payments from the state were completely halted 
and would not resume until the overpayment had been eliminated. 
8 The borrowed money, plus interest, would have to be repaid from future years’ revenue. 
9 After receiving another $30,000 foundation grant in May, the final deficit for the school was around $20,000 and 
owed to Jenning’s firm, Designs for Learning.  The firm had only been paid $7,000 of the $27,000 it was owed per 
the management contract, and had not decided whether or how much of the $20,000 it would require the school to 
repay from future funds. 
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the financial and operational challenges of being a new charter school.  All but one educational 

assistant (Mittleman) planned on returning to the school.10

The FLC conducted no standardized end-of-year testing to offer objective evidence of 

student achievement.  In particular, Jennings and several staff members questioned whether 

students had made adequate progress in math.  “It seems to be a trend that students and teachers 

are afraid of math,” said Jennings.  “I guess we’ll know when we take the MAT-7 next year.”  

On the other hand, the staff felt certain that most students had made substantial academic and 

social progress.  For example, Gibbs pointed out that the kindergartners who entered unable to 

speak English could now read the language and all kindergartners now knew their colors and 

shapes as well as the rules of social conduct.  Anderson pointed to many social skill 

improvements such as following directions and respectful treatment of classmates.  Pinomaki 

had made recordings of each child reading three times during the year to document progress and 

had student journals to demonstrate growth in writing skills. 

To formally assess the school’s progress and areas for improvement, Designs for 

Learning sent a year-end survey to the staff and all families.  All staff and twenty-two (of 41) 

families returned the survey.  Overall, the surveys indicated that staff and parents were very 

satisfied with the school’s performance, despite some concern about student behavior and 

homework assignments.  All twenty-two families returning the survey were satisfied with the 

academic and social progress of their child/children.  (See Exhibits 5 and 6) 

                                                 
10 E.A. Mittleman moved to Arizona in April to pursue other professional and personal opportunities. 
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Appendix to Case: School Picture of Year Two, 1997-98 

  In many respects, the school’s second year of operation was much smoother than the 

first.  Enrollment expanded to 114 students, allowing the FLC to hire several additional 

educational assistants and alleviating the budget problems of the first year.  The staff continued 

to work well together and was pleased with the performance-based review system, the level of 

parental involvement and satisfaction, and the school’s unique learning model.  The teachers 

continued to develop most of the lessons by themselves, using texts and other pre-packaged 

materials only as planning guides. 

 The staff were aided in their attempts to strengthen the curriculum and continue 

implementing the Community Learning Centers model through the hiring of a full-time 

curriculum specialist (Rod Haenkie) who spent a great deal of time working directly with the 

staff.  This move allowed Wayne Jennings to step back from the day-to-day running of the 

school without the staff feeling frustrated by his absence.  Jennings’ described Haenkie’s role as 

close to “principal” and his new role as one of “superintendent.” 

 In October 1997, the school’s students took the Metropolitan Achievement Tests (MAT-

7) for the second time.  Because the school had started with mostly kindergarten and first graders 

and MAT-7 testing begins in second grade, the school had only a limited numbers of students 

who had taken the test in both years.  Nonetheless, testing results had improved slightly in the 

fourth grade but declined slightly in the third grade.  The data was of concern to both Jennings 

and the staff who had studied the results.  Said one teacher: 

I actually just spent the weekend looking in more detail at my students’ 
results and I was disappointed.  I mean, my image of their achievement is so 
much higher than those scores, and I think all of us were disappointed, mostly 
because we know that people will judge our school by those results.  Be we also 
looked at the test questions and they don’t match with our curriculum, I mean, 
that’s not what we are trying to get kids to go for, so their results kind of do make 
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sense.  We want them to solve problems and ask the right questions rather than 
just finding the right answer.   

 
Jennings concurred: 
 

Tests are not everything, but we’re concerned about it.  We want to show 
that students are doing better here than at other St. Paul schools, both on the 
MAT-7 and on other indicators.  We don’t have any quarrel with the fact that kids 
should be able to read and write.  But these testing formats are foreign to kids and 
don’t necessarily indicate what we think is most important.  We will have to work 
on this at the end of the year. 
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Exhibit 1 
 

COMMUNITY LEARNING CENTERS 
A New American Schools Design 

SPECIFICATIONS 
 

1) Community Learning Center sites represent systemic or comprehensive change.  All 
assumptions about education are open to examination.  The end result must be much greater 
student achievement for all youth. 

2) Each Community Learning Center site must be a charter school or a school that contracts 
with the governance authority in order to overcome barriers to change.  The contract 
authorizes broad site decision-making powers in the areas of program, staffing, and budget. 

3) Community Learning Centers have a well-articulated mission and belief statement to guide 
their development.  The foundation of these statements lies with increased achievement by 
all students. 

4) Transformational learning outcomes determine learning experiences.  Assessment of 
achievement is embedded into daily student work and evaluated through competency 
expectations, exhibitions or presentations, and checked against nationally normed tests and 
standards established by the community. 

5) Curriculum is defined as all the learning experiences of the learner irrespective of place, 
time, or person.  School learning experiences are planned from the achievement of standards 
and outcomes.  The school acts as the broker in arranging learning experiences within and 
beyond its walls for real world linkages. 

6) Learning experiences feature modern learning principles and are child-centered, life-centered 
and brain-based, that is, compatible with the power of the brain to assimilate and organize 
learning. 

7) Each learner has a Personal Learning Plan (PLP) for recording goals, experiences to reach 
goals, and progress toward goals.  Each learner has an advisor who meets periodically with 
the learner and the parent to work on the PLP. 

8) Resources are deployed or reallocated to accomplish program ends.  For example, more is 
spent on instructional materials, instructional equipment, field trips and community based 
learning than in most schools.  Large technology expenditures are capitalized over time.  
Budgets are lump-sum based and include all revenues students earn from all sources. 

9) Staffing is based on elevating the position of teachers to ‘facilitators of learning’ and 
providing a variety of support staff for specialized functions.  Teacher productivity is 
increased with the assistance of paraprofessionals, clerks, technology specialists, community 
resource linkers, students, and volunteers.  Staff are compensated on the basis of 
responsibility, skill, productivity, and other factors.  Teachers agree to three fundamental 
roles: teaching, advising, and participating in continuous improvement, both professional and 
schoolwide. 

10) Staff development occurs the equivalent of 20 to 30 days a year.  Staff development is based 
on a professional development plan each staff member maintains.  Ultimate staff 
accountability for results occurs through transfer or removal of ineffective members from the 
program. 
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11) Maximum effective use of technology is used to empower learners and staff.  All routinely 
use word processing, electronic mail, spreadsheets, and remote databases.  May use desktop 
publishing, graphics, music, multimedia, and other programs. 

12) Students are viewed as powerful resources.  Their active participation in decisions about the 
school program contributes to their development and adds a considerable measure of deep 
connection.  Their ideas and actions increase the pool of creative thinking for problem 
solving and their school service responsibilities lighten the workload for staff. 

13) Decision making is decentralized.  Stakeholders, defined as those with an important stake in 
outcomes, makes decisions about program, staffing, and budget.  Teachers and other 
professional educators make curriculum decisions and are accountable for student learning 
outcomes.  Decisions are data based and checked against outcomes and results. 

14) The program vigorously involves parents: participating in their child’s education 
conferences, sharing skills and experiences, reinforcing learning at home and participating in 
governance.  The program assists parents with the development of family learning plans. 

15) Partnerships with other units of government, public and private agencies, early childhood 
programs and post-secondary education make better use of community resources and reduce 
fragmented services and duplication.  Based on needs, programs are family centered and 
family supportive. 

16) Program choice is provided to students, parents, and staff.  However, the student body 
represents the pool of applicants and reflects the student racial, socioeconomic, and academic 
make-up of the community. 

17) Community Learning Centers are headquarters for learning for the community.  They are 
open year round and extended hours.  Richly stocked collections of learning materials are 
available on site or electronically for all ages.  Adults are served through community 
education and other means.  Parents and pre-school children will be served through early 
childhood and other family education programs. 

18) Community Learning Centers de-emphasize typical double-loaded corridors of classrooms 
and emphasize active learning environments such as media centers, production studios, 
discovery centers, theaters of learning, labs, community based learning, and work stations for 
various computer applications.  The environment is inviting and convivial. 

19) Support mechanisms sustain change.  These include staff appropriateness, staff stability, 
assurance of funding, site decision making, feedback on progress for continuous 
improvement, and rewards and recognition. 
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Exhibit 2 
 

The St. Paul Family Learning Center 
CORE CURRICULUM 

 
 
 
 

Basic Skills +

Reading

Writing Speaking and
Listening

Math and Science

Life Skills
1. Common Sense

2. Respect

3. Confidence

4. Initiative

5. Effort

6. Self management

7. Integrity

8. Courage

9. Responsibility

10. Caring

11. Teamwork

12. Problem solving

Key Outcomes

Creative,
healthy
individual

Problem
solver

Productive
worker

Self-directed
lifelong learner

Responsible citizen

 

 20
 at SAGE Publications - Full-Text Collections on September 29, 2008 http://jel.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://jel.sagepub.com


 

Exhibit 3 
 

Community Learning Centers 
Expectations of Staff 

 
Name________________________________ Date_________________ 
 
 
1. ADVISORY ROLE 
Establishes and maintains a personal learning plan for each advisee 

Helps advisees establish learning goals 
Reviews progress toward goals with advisees 
Helps advisee develop a schedule of learning activities 
Monitors advisees’ schedules 
Assures service learning component for each advisee 

Holds parent/student conference 3x/year 
Holds daily productive meeting with advisory group 
 
2. LEARNING FACILITATION ROLE 
Creates brain compatible learning environment 

Provides stimulating/varied activities 
Provides experiential learning 
Provides safe, orderly learning environment 

Implements project-based learning 
Implements interdisciplinary/thematic activities 
Involves students as a resource 

Planning learning experiences 
Peer Assistance 
School operations 
School/community service 

Assesses and monitors student learning outcomes 
Assures that activities achieve high standards 
Assures that activities cover a broad range of learning 
Taps an array of community and other learning resources 
Cooperates with the work of instructional team 
Infuses multicultural content into the program 
 
3. COMMUNITY LEARNING CENTER DEVELOPMENT ROLE 
Participates in continuous school improvement 
Communicates effectively with stakeholders 
Involves parents in governance and decisions 
Articulates and advances school mission and beliefs 
Understands and supports change processes 
Works effectively as team member in: 

Planning 
Shared decision making 
Creative problem solving 

Utilizes data objectively in decisions 
Contributes to an inviting convivial learning environment 
Works toward achieving extended-day, extended-year access 
Collaborates with community agencies for student and family needs 
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4. ASSESSMENT ROLE 
Articulates clear statement of learning standards and outcomes 
Designs and selects assessments for appraising: 

Program development 
Student progress 
Staff competence 

Uses a range of assessment tools: 
Performance based 
Norm referenced 
Criterion referenced 
Portfolio 
Survey 
Other data 

 
5. TECHNOLOGY ROLE 
Utilizes software to organize and track learning 
Uses word processing and other productivity tools 
Empowers students to use technology: 

Word processing 
Electronic mail 
Spreadsheets 
Desktop publishing 
Multimedia 
Databases (local and remote) 
Graphics 
Internet 
Television: satellite, video/audio production 
Radio 

 
6. PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT ROLE 
Implements and individual professional development plan 

Aware of strengths and weaknesses 
Updates ratings periodically 
Uses peer, student, and parent input on effectiveness 
Records learning activities 

Participates in on-going staff development activities 
Strives for professional excellence 
Maintains an active interest in learning 
 
7. BASED ON THE ABOVE, I WILL WORK ON: 
 
A. 
 
B. 
 
C. 
 
OTHER COMMENTS: 
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Exhibit 4 
 

Instructional Performance Pay Schedule 
Family Learning Center 

 
Pay is based on performance and responsibility.  See job description for Community Learning Centers. 
 
The Family Learning Center has four levels of performance pay for instructional roles based on specific, valuable skill and 
responsibility areas: advisor, facilitating learning, applying technology, assessing learning, learning networker, and achieving 
learning results with all students.  An individual begins at level one accepting or assigned various skill areas of responsibility.  
Individual is moved to the next level in each skill area based on demonstrated performance and knowledge.  Decision about 
having reached a new level of performance is made by independent, objective means.  Individuals can move to a next level at 
any time, budget permitting. 
 
Levels: 
1) New on the job 
2) Initial demonstration of skill 
3) Demonstrated proficiency 
4) Expert (in demand to teach others) 
 
Each level of expertise carries additional salary increments from the table below based on continued performance.  Increments 
are pro-rata for the year. 
 
Base Salary: 

Employed as facilitator of learning: $22,000 
Educational assistant: $14,000 
For educational assistant, add $400 per year of completed college work up to four years. 
For a completed masters degree, add $800. 

 
SKILL AREA  LEVEL 1 

STARTING 
LEVEL 2 
INITIAL 

LEVEL 3 
PROFICIENT 

LEVEL 4 
EXPERT 

ADVISOR  500 1,500 2,500 
FACILITATOR  500 1,500 2,500 
TECHNOLOGY  500 1,000 1,500 
ASSESSOR  500 1,000 1,500 
NETWORKER  500 1,000 1,500 
LEARNING 
RESULTS 

 500 1,500 3,000 

PROGRAM 
DEVELOPMENT 

 500 1,000 1,500 

TOTAL  3,500 8,500 14,000 
     
SUPERVISORY  1,000 2,000 3,000 

TOTAL 
POSSIBLE 

 4,500 10,500 17,000 

Note: A person may be at various levels for different skill areas. 
 
Skill Area Definitions: 
Advisor means being an advocate, guide, personal learning coach to a group of students. 
Facilitator means using instructional processes that impact all students. 
Technology means facility with various kinds of technology for learning. 
Assessor means ability to use multiple means of evaluating student progress. 
Networker means obtains ideas, programs, resources from various sources to augment program. 
Learning results means success at obtaining student learning with all students. 
Program development means contributing to the continuous improvement of the school. 
Supervisory means managing adults. 
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Exhibit 5 
 

St. Paul Family Learning Center Charter School 
Staff Survey 
June, 1997 

 
Instructions were: Please mark your answers in the boxes and return to the school office.  The items are about the 
Family Learning Center during its first year.  Feel free to add any other remarks at the bottom, back, or on another 
page.  The answers will be summarized and used to make the school better.  We thank you for your time and 
thoughtful responses. 
 
ITEM Strongly 

Disagree 
Disagree Not Sure Agree Strongly 

Agree 
The building is clean and neat  2 1 5  
School grounds are well maintained    8  
Students treat each other with respect  1  7  
Children behave appropriately in school  2  5 1 
I feel comfortable contacting or 
meeting parents 

  1 4 2 

There are emergency procedures in 
place 

   7 1 

Meaningful homework is assigned 
regularly 

 1 4 3  

Staff expect high quality work of 
students 

   7 1 

I am satisfied with the academic 
progress of students 

  1 5 2 

I am satisfied with the social progress 
of students 

 1  4 3 

Children’s individual needs are being 
met 

   7 1 

The program serves all learning 
styles/intelligences 

  3 5  

I have received appropriate staff 
development 

  2 2 4 

I am pleased with the education 
program at FLC 

   5 3 

The advisor program is important   2 1 5 
The personal learning plan is important   2 1 5 
Project based learning is important for 
learning 

   3 5 

Technology is important for learning    4 4 
Field trips are important for learning    1 7 
 

 24
 at SAGE Publications - Full-Text Collections on September 29, 2008 http://jel.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://jel.sagepub.com


 

Exhibit 6 
 

St. Paul Family Learning Center Charter School 
Parent Survey 

June, 1997 
 
Instructions were: Please mark your answers in the boxes and return to the school office.  The items are about the 
Family Learning Center during its first year.  Feel free to add any other remarks at the bottom, back, or on another 
page.  The answers will be summarized and used to make the school better.  We thank you for your time and 
thoughtful responses. 
 
ITEM Strongly 

Disagree 
Disagree Not Sure Agree Strongly 

Agree 
The school is kept clean and neat    11 10 
My child feels safe at school    10 11 
Students and teachers are respectful to each 
other 

1  2 10 9 

Children behave properly in school 1  3 15 1 
I feel comfortable contacting school 
personnel 

  1 5 15 

Teachers willingly discuss progress of my 
child 

   9 12 

Meaningful homework is assigned regularly  4 7 9 1 
Teachers expect high quality work    3 10 7 
I am satisfied with my child’s academic 
progress 

   13 8 

I am satisfied with my child’s social 
progress 

   11 10 

My child’s individual needs are being met   1 10 10 
Teachers care about my child    7 14 
Family nights are important for the school   2 8 11 
I am pleased with the education program at 
FLC 

  2 8 11 

The advisor program is important   1 9 10 
The personal learning plan is important    9 12 
Projects and active learning are important    8 13 
Technology is important for learning    8 13 
Field trips are important for learning    9 12 
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Teaching Notes 

Although the case can be taught in any number of ways, the following two-part approach 

is recommended.  Each part can take between 1-2 hours.  In addition, prior to a discussion of the 

details of the case, an assignment on the basics of charter schools, including governing laws, 

operations, and rationale, will greatly assist students.  Students should place themselves in the 

position of Dr. Jennings at the end of year one as they complete the assignments.  Finally, the 

brief picture of year two that follows may be used for further discussion. 

Part 1: Evaluation 

Assignment: What instruments should you use to document and demonstrate that you are 

meeting the goals set out in your charter?  Will you rely on the MAT-7 test scores?  If so, what 

concrete steps will you take to improve the MAT-7 test scores in the second year?  Are you 

willing to sacrifice fidelity to your model in order to get these scores up?  Or, will you focus on 

other ways of showing student learning and accountability?  If so, what are these alternative 

forms and how will they relate to the Community Learning Centers model?  

Be prepared to defend your decision with well-reasoned analysis, including any data 

from the case that you think are relevant.  In making your decision, remember that next year is 

the second year of your current three-year charter with the St. Paul School Board.  Without 

renewal from them, you’re finished as a St. Paul charter school. 

Purpose: Generally, to explore the issues of starting a charter school and the challenges of the 

first year of operation.  Specifically, to focus on the difficulty of developing an innovative 

learning model and curriculum from the ground up while also assessing and documenting 

progress and to look at the inconsistency of evaluating new and innovative programs with 

standard measures. 
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Part 2: Leadership 

Assignment: In light of the difficulties in year one and the goals set out in your charter, how do 

you prepare, reorganize, and restructure in year two?  What is the best use of resources?  What 

changes or additions should you make in the staff?  How do you best assist teachers with 

curriculum design and implementation?  What steps can you take to improve student behavior at 

the school?  How should you approach staff development and performance reviews?  Should you 

make modifications to the Instructional Performance Pay Schedule or drop it all together?  

Outline a course of action. 

Purpose: Generally, to help leaders develop skills in assessing complex situations, brainstorming 

solutions, and developing realistic goals and timetables for action.  Specifically, to explore 

barriers to change -- are they real or perceived in the charter school setting? 

Biographical Statement 
 

James R. Detert is a doctoral student in Organizational Behavior at Harvard University.  

He was previously a Research Fellow for the Bush Educators Program, during which time this 

and other teaching cases were written for study by Minnesota school leaders.  His research 

interests include organizational culture and institutions, systemic change, and the management of 

organizations trying to simultaneously “do good” (i.e. educate children, cure cancer) and “do it 

well” (i.e. reduce taxpayer costs, increase profits). 

Natalie R. Detert completed her Masters Degree in Teaching and Curriculum at the 

Harvard Graduate School of Education.  After teaching for several years at the secondary level, 

she became the founding principal of Akiva High School in St. Louis Park, MN and served the 

institution for two and a half years prior to her return to Harvard.  Her interests in educational 

innovation and reform have expanded to include curriculum design and children’s literature. 

 27
 at SAGE Publications - Full-Text Collections on September 29, 2008 http://jel.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://jel.sagepub.com


 

 
ERIC Descriptors 
 
School/Teacher Effectiveness 
Leadership 
Accountability 
Performance Assessment 
Instructional Design/Development 
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