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What Grades are the Charter Schools in
East Palo Alto Earning?
Issue
What impact are the charter schools, which serve East Palo Alto, having on student performance
and the financial picture of the Ravenswood City Elementary School District?

Background
Improving student performance in East Palo Alto (EPA) public schools is one of the greatest
educational challenges in San Mateo County. Approximately 70% of students from EPA do not
graduate from high school after four years. The Ravenswood City Elementary School District
(Ravenswood) serves the East Palo Alto and East Menlo Park areas. It is a relatively small
district with 4,900 students and is composed of seven traditional schools serving grades K-8,
three elementary charter schools, and two charter high schools. A private independent high
school, the Eastside College Preparatory School, is also located in East Palo Alto. Ravenswood
is one of the districts in California under a formal Performance Improvement program, which is
mandated by the California Department of Education for districts with below-target performance.
Charter schools are nonsectarian public schools that operate with freedom from many of the
regulations that apply to traditional public schools. They are intended to provide additional
public school choices to families. The "charter" establishing each such school is a performance
contract detailing the school's mission, program, goals, students served, methods of assessment,
and ways to measure success. Most charters are granted for three to five years by the school
district. Some charters are approved at the county or state level. At the end of the charter’s term,
the sponsor granting the charter may or may not renew the school's contract. Charter schools are
accountable to their sponsor-- usually a state or local school board-- to produce positive
academic results, measured by the state standardized testing program, and adhere to the charter
contract. The basic concept of charter schools is that they exercise increased autonomy in return
for this accountability. They are accountable for both academic results and fiscal practices to
several groups: the sponsor that grants them, the parents who choose them, and the public that
funds them. Legislation enabling charter schools in California was enacted in 1992. There are
now 750 charter schools in California with an enrollment of 276,000 students. The state
legislature annually authorizes the number of charter schools allowed. Charter schools must
meet all statewide academic standards and conduct student assessments applicable to students in
traditional public schools. Charter schools must also serve special education students and must
reflect the racial and ethnic balance of the general population living in the school district.
Charter schools are formed for a variety of purposes. In California, many are targeted at
improving academic performance in communities where performance has historically been low.

Many are in communities with a high percentage of economically struggling families or a high
portion of English learners. Charter schools have often been effective in raising academic
performance in these communities. One recent report found that 12 of the 15 top performing
1
public schools in California, serving children in poverty, are charter schools.
There has been considerable debate regarding the impact of charter schools on student
performance and on the financial picture for traditional schools in the same districts. The
California State Education Code does not allow districts to consider financial impact when
considering a new or renewal charter school application. 2 However, the San Mateo County Civil
Grand Jury (Grand Jury) recognizes that financial impact does affect public opinion of charter
schools. There are currently five charter schools serving the East Palo Alto community. Given
the challenges related to educational performance in EPA and the need to drive improvement, the
Grand Jury assessed the impact that charter schools are having in EPA, both in terms of student
performance and the school district financial picture.
Student demographics are quite consistent across both charter and traditional schools serving
EPA. Ravenswood has more than 99% minority students, the largest ethnic group being
Hispanic. Each school has at least 80% of students from low income families, that is, with
children eligible for free or reduced lunch. Except for James Flood Elementary School, all
schools have at least 50% English learners, at least 66% Hispanic students, and less than 8% of
parents with college degrees. In each school, between 4% and 10% are special education
students. Concern was expressed to the Grand Jury that charter schools attract the more
motivated students and parents. However, a Ravenswood official stated that approximately 80%
of charter school students live in the charter school’s neighborhood.
Description of Schools
East Palo Alto Charter School (EPACS) opened as a K-8 charter school in 1997 with 260
students. In 2004, the school became affiliated with Aspire Public Schools (Aspire), a not-forprofit charter school management corporation, which focuses on preparing urban students for
college. Enrollment at EPACS is now 420 students.
In 2006, in order to provide a continuation path for eighth graders at EPACS, Aspire opened a
companion high school, East Palo Alto Phoenix Academy (EPAPA). There are now 110
students enrolled in grades 9-11. Grade 12 will be added in the 2009-2010 school year. Given
the relatively brief time in operation for EPAPA, meaningful data are not available to assess
academic progress at the school. Consequently, data will not be presented in this report on
EPAPA.
The Edison-Brentwood Academy was opened in 1998. It is a K-4 charter school with 570
students and is managed by the nationwide Edison Schools Inc. (Edison), a for-profit company.
The curriculum and structured learning programs are created by Edison. Unlike other charter
schools serving EPA, the teachers at Edison-Brentwood are under a union contract. The contract
differs somewhat from contracts at traditional schools in Ravenswood in order to accommodate
elements of the Edison design. The Grand Jury learned that several of the best practices allowed
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in the Ravenswood charter schools would be difficult to implement under the current union
agreements in the Ravenswood traditional schools.
The East Palo Alto Academy High School (EPAAHS) opened in 2001 under the Aspire Schools
organization. Four years ago, the charter was shifted to Stanford New Schools, a non-profit
organization formed in collaboration with the Stanford University School of Education (School
of Education). The Dean of the School of Education also serves as the President of the Board of
Stanford New Schools. Current enrollment there is 296 students on a campus located in Menlo
Park. The focus of EPAAHS is to prepare its students for success in college. Although
chartered by Ravenswood, the Sequoia Union High School District provides funding for the
campus.
In 2006, Stanford New Schools opened a charter elementary school, the East Palo Alto Academy
Elementary School (EPAAES). The school currently serves grades K-3, 7, and 8 with a total of
347 students. The charter schools serving EPA are open to all applicants. If the number of
applicants surpasses a school’s capacity, a lottery is conducted to select students. The ethnic and
socio-economic make-up of the charter school population is very similar to that of traditional
schools serving EPA.
In addition to the traditional and charter schools serving EPA, Eastside College Preparatory
School (Eastside) is a private middle and high school located in EPA serving 225 students in
grades 6-12. Eastside opened in 1996 with the goal of preparing students for success in college.
To date, 100% of Eastside graduates have gone on to a four-year college, including many of the
top colleges and universities in the country. Eastside is composed of 100% students of color, and
98% are the first in their families to attend college. As a private independent school, Eastside is
able to establish its own selection criteria for admitting students. All students are on full
scholarships with the cost of their education covered by donations and grants. Although Eastside
is not a charter school and not a focus of this report, it is mentioned here to highlight the fact that
students from East Palo Alto can thrive in school, given the right structure, school resources, and
parent involvement.
Edison McNair Academy and the 49er Academy, two other EPA charter schools, did not have
their charters renewed in the last two years. In the case of Edison McNair, the inability to
manage student behavior was cited as a key factor leading to the non-renewal. For the 49er
Academy, poor academic performance and a challenging financial model led to the non-renewal.
Comparison of Charter Schools to Traditional Schools
Key Measures of Academic Performance

California Standards Tests (CST) and California Achievement Tests (CAT) are both part of the
California Standardized Testing and Reporting (STAR) Program and form the basis for assessing
academic performance of public schools, including charter schools, across the state. An
Academic Performance Index (API) is derived from CST and CAT scores for each school and is
the core accountability metric for schools in the state. The API of a school can be compared
with overall state, county, and district average scores and to schools with similar student
demographics. Annual API goals are set for each school yearly. CST, CAT, and API
performance data for all public schools in California are reported in detail on the California
Department of Education (CDE) website, along with school enrollment, demographic, staffing,
and other data. The federally mandated “No Child Left Behind” (NCLB) accountability

standard, Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP), is also reported on the CDE website.
There are additional key metrics for high schools. The California High School Exit Exam
(CAHSEE) assesses student performance in math and English language arts (ELA) and is
generally administered in tenth grade. Other key high school metrics are graduation rate and the
portion of graduates who successfully complete courses required for admission to the University
of California (UC) and the California State University system (CSU).
In this report, the following specific metrics were used to compare school performance:
•

CST English/Language Arts and Math, % Proficient or Advanced

•

CAT Reading, Language and Math, % scoring above 50th percentile nationally

•

API Score – 2008 Growth API

•

API Rank versus all schools in California on a 1-10 scale (10 is the highest)

•

API Rank versus schools with most similar students, teachers and class sizes on a 110 scale

•

CAHSEE Math and ELA, % passing

•

High School graduation rate and % of graduates completing courses required for
UC/CSU admission

School Comparisons – Elementary & Middle Schools
As seen in the accompanying chart, EPACS academic performance is dramatically higher than
any other school in the Ravenswood District. For instance, CST/ELA and CST/Math scores are
roughly twice the average of the traditional schools. The API score of 836 is almost 200 points
higher than the average of the traditional schools. EPACS’s API rank is eight out of a possible
ten versus all public schools in California and ten out of ten as compared to schools with similar
students, teachers, and class size. This represents a remarkable achievement considering that
87% of its students are from low income households and 55% are English learners.
Edison Brentwood Academy has the second highest API score in Ravenswood at 690, although
significantly behind EPACS. Edison Brentwood’s API rank was three out of ten versus all
California schools and eight out of ten versus similar schools.
The EPAAES is in its third year of operation. Experts note that a school should be in operation
for at least five years before its performance can be fairly judged. At this point, the API score
for EPAAES is 608 with an API rank of two out of ten against all schools in California and
seven out of ten for similar schools.
There are a total of six traditional schools in Ravenswood, four K-8, one K-4, and one 5-8. One
of the K-8 schools, James Flood Elementary, was a magnet school until five years ago. It is
physically located outside of the Ravenswood District in Menlo Park, yet draws its students from

EPA and East Menlo Park. Its portion of English learning students is significantly lower than
any other school in Ravenswood at 32%. Its API score in 2008 was 674, giving it a rank of one
out of ten and a similar-schools score of three out of ten.
The remaining five traditional schools have API ranks of one out of ten and similar schools ranks
of one to five out of ten. Their API scores range from 607 to 667.
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School Comparisons – High Schools
There has been no traditional public high school within EPA since 1976. The largest portion of
students from EPA and East Menlo Park, approximately 600, attend Menlo-Atherton High
School (M-A) in the Sequoia Union High School District. Another 1400 students attend M-A
from Menlo Park, Atherton, Portola Valley, and Redwood City. The charter school, EPAAHS,
only serves students from EPA and East Menlo Park. In order to provide meaningful
comparisons between the charter high school and traditional high school, data are included in the
accompanying table for students from low income families, English learners, and Hispanics.
California High School Exit Exam results for EPAAHS and M-A are very close for low income
and Hispanic students in both math and English language arts. English learners scored
significantly higher at EPAAHS than M-A in both math and English language arts. Looking at
all students from the two schools, the 2008 API score was significantly higher at M-A.
However, when looking again at the scores for only low income, English learner and Hispanic
students, API scores were very close between the two schools. Graduation rates for all students
at the two schools were 84.4% at EPAAHS and 89.4% at M-A. The portion of students
graduating with courses required for the University of California and California State
Universities was significantly higher at EPAAHS, 94.7% versus 60.7% for all students at M-A,
and 28.4% for Hispanic graduates at M-A. For EPAAHS, this metric aligns with the stated
mission of preparing all of its students to pursue a college education. Finally, EPAAHS
provided data indicating that 48% of the June 2008 graduates planned to attend a four-year
college and another 43% planned to attend a two-year community college.
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Ravenswood and the Program Improvement Project
Ravenswood is in the third year of its Program Improvement Project required of schools that do
not meet the minimum standards set by the California State Board of Education under the federal
NCLB Act. Being named a Program Improvement district means being subjected to an
escalating series of interventions and consequences by the state through the San Mateo County
Office of Education (COE.) Standards must be achieved by June 2010. If criteria are not met,
sanctions can be applied by the state. Strategies for improvement are developed by the COE
through the Bay Area Region IV District Assistance and Intervention Team. A comprehensive

Elementary School Corrective Action Plan for 2008-09 is mandated for Ravenswood and
designed to develop projects, ideas, and curriculum, especially in English and language arts. A
sampling of corrective actions includes:
•

Student assessment, monitoring, reporting, and action planning

•

Explicit English Language Development instruction

•

K-3 teacher coaching in intensive reading and math intervention strategies

•

Collaborative grade-level meetings for teachers

•

Fiscal policies and fiscal allocation plans aligned with student achievement outcomes and
instructional goals

•

Parent involvement committee, enhanced parent communication, and ESL and literacy
classes for parents

•

On-going professional development for teachers and collaboration with the New Teacher
Center at UC Santa Cruz to provide mentorship and support to new teachers and
principals

Financial Impact of Charter Schools
As noted above, California law does not allow chartering authorities to consider the financial
impact when considering a new or renewal charter school. However, those interviewed by the
Grand Jury stated that charter schools do have a financial impact on Ravenswood. The district is
funded as a "revenue limit" district, receiving state funds based on average daily attendance.
(ADA) With 25% - 30% of the population choosing charter school education, the district shifts
that portion of its funding to the charter schools each year. Ravenswood currently has 4,900
students, with 1,500 attending charter schools.
Additionally, Ravenswood’s finances are impacted by an additional 1,200 Ravenswood students
attending schools in neighboring districts through the Tinsley Voluntary Transfer Program,
which allows for inter-district transfers for traditional schools. There is hope that the provision
of quality schools in Ravenswood will draw students back. Ravenswood is also operating under
a court order regarding special education. The court order currently requires a state-designated
monitor and also requires significant expenses from the district budget to meet compliance
regulations.
The financial impact of charter schools on Ravenswood changes year by year. In a given year, if
a large incremental number of students leave traditional schools in Ravenswood for charter
schools, the ADA funding for those students also comes out of the budget for the traditional
schools and goes to the student's charter school. However, the immediate reduction in expenses
in the traditional schools would be less than the lost funding to the charter schools because some
costs can only be reduced over time, such as buildings and other infrastructure. Over several
years, though, a school district can and must adjust its cost structure to reflect actual student
enrollment in traditional schools.

Factors driving Charter Schools Performance
From interviews, the Grand Jury learned that the following factors were seen as being most
important in achieving academic success in EPA charter schools:
•

Contracts with parents specifying parent involvement, student conduct, and strict
attendance standards

•

Flexible school year for teacher development

•

Frequent communication with parents

•

Extended school day with extra time to reinforce curriculum

•

Ease of removing low-performing teachers

•

Categorical block grant funding that may be used for any purpose determined by the
charter governing board

•

Flexibility to be experimental, innovative, and more nimble, even though they must
follow similar state requirements

•

Able to attract more donations and grants

•

Frequent progress assessment on each child to identify learning gaps

•

Frequent professional development for teachers

•

Flexibility to select state approved textbooks that are not being used elsewhere in the
district

•

Autonomy of school principals to creatively address site specific issues

•

High and explicit expectations for student performance

•

Full time coaches for teacher training and reinforcement

Relationship of Charter School, Ravenswood, and Stanford University
Ravenswood and their charter schools have limited, if any, communication or sharing with one
another according to the representatives interviewed from the traditional and the charter
programs. Both the district and the charter schools have expressed the need to increase both
formal and informal collaboration among teachers and principals, with the superintendent and
the school board. Some have described a relationship lacking in trust which negatively impacts
the community and its leaders, creating a lack of community commitment and cohesiveness.
Neither the traditional schools nor the charter schools feel welcome to talk and interact with one

another.
At Stanford University (Stanford), improving K-12 public education is one of five core campuswide interdisciplinary initiatives. A tremendous breadth of resources from across Stanford, and
especially from its School of Education, is being focused on:
•

Investing in teacher development to invigorate classroom instruction

•

Preparing entrepreneurial K-12 administrators who will champion instructional and
organizational reform

•

Providing rigorous, scientific research to inform and advance effective education policy

In addition to its involvement in running the EPA Academy Schools, Stanford is driving a
number of programs aimed at providing tangible support to educators, particularly in historically
disadvantaged communities. From interviews, the Grand Jury learned that the School of
Education wants to work with the new Board of Ravenswood and that the School of Education
will have failed in its initiative if it is not deeply connected to and fully collaborative with
Ravenswood within five years. Both the School of Education and Ravenswood report that
collaboration to this point has been minimal.

Investigation
The 2008-2009 San Mateo County Civil Grand Jury interviewed past and current senior
education administrators from the San Mateo County Office of Education, Ravenswood, and the
Sequoia Union High School District; Ravenswood school board members; eight school
principals from traditional and charter high schools and elementary schools; and representatives
from the Stanford University School of Education. The Grand Jury also reviewed data from the
California Department of Education, the San Mateo County Office of Education, and
Ravenswood, as well as, industry research papers and local media articles. Additionally, the
Grand Jury toured several Ravenswood schools and met with several charter school students who
were included by their principal to participate in a Grand Jury interview.

Findings
The 2008-2009 San Mateo County Civil Grand Jury found that:
1. The Ravenswood City Elementary School District (Ravenswood) has taken a number of
steps to improve student performance; however, there are longstanding inherent
challenges, such as a high percentage of English learning students, lack of parent
involvement, and poverty in the community, which the District cannot directly control.
The charter schools have mitigated some of these factors through setting high
expectations for student performance and parent involvement, strong teacher support,
empowering site administrators, and laser focus on real-time student performance
assessment and corrective action.

2. Ravenswood understands that many of their students are underperforming and has
approved the granting of charter schools to help their students perform better.
3. East Palo Alto Charter School students performed exceptionally well in the 2008 state
standardized testing. The Edison Brentwood Academy School API score was above all
traditional elementary schools in the District. East Palo Alto Academy Elementary
School is only in its third year of operation. While scoring low on most measures so far,
its affiliation with Stanford University School of Education brings Stanford’s resources,
research, and innovation to the school and hopefully, over time, to the district.
4. Student performance at East Palo Alto Academy High School (EPAAHS) is comparable
overall to the performance of students with similar demographics at Menlo-Atherton
High School (M-A), the nearest traditional high school to East Palo Alto and with the
largest portion of students from Ravenswood. The portion of students completing
courses required for UC/CSU admission was significantly higher at EPA Academy High
School than at M-A. EPAAHS has established an excellent record of preparing its
graduates to attend a four-year college.
5. A number of best practices were consistently followed in the charter schools but were
sporadically applied in traditional schools.
6. The Stanford University School of Education is highly invested and committed to the
long-term improvement of K-12 student performance across the country and, specifically,
in East Palo Alto.
7. There is not enough ongoing communication among leaders from Ravenswood, the
charter schools in the District, and the Stanford University School of Education regarding
future vision, best practices, and strategies for improving academic performance in the
community. This lack of communication and trust occurs at all levels: between
traditional and charter school teachers and principals, the Ravenswood Superintendent
and charter school principals, and the Ravenswood School Board and Stanford
University.

Conclusions
The 2008-2009 San Mateo County Civil Grand Jury concludes that:
1. Charter schools in East Palo Alto give students in under-performing schools successful
alternatives to traditional public schools.
2. The charter schools that have been operating for five years or more are making solid
positive contributions to student performance and have highlighted the importance of
parent involvement and maintenance of high student expectations.
3. The two newer charter schools, East Palo Alto Academy Elementary School and the East

Palo Alto Phoenix Academy, are both part of organizations-- Stanford Schools
Corporation and Aspire Public Schools-- which have demonstrated success with other
charter schools in East Palo Alto. While it is too soon to adequately judge their
performance, the two newer charter schools deserve the Ravenswood City Elementary
School District’s (Ravenswood) encouragement.
4. A significant shift in student enrollment from traditional schools to charter schools can
create a difficult financial situation for a school district in the short term, particularly if
not planned for sufficiently in advance. School districts can mitigate longer term
financial impact by diligent planning of infrastructure and other “fixed” costs.
5. Ongoing and frequent assessment, monitoring and reporting of student progress are
essential for students to meet proficiency standards at mid to high levels. Traditional
schools assess less frequently, in general, and report less consistently to parents.
6. The challenges facing education in East Palo Alto are significant. While there are signs
of progress in improving student performance, Ravenswood has not proven able to
address them single-handedly. The local charter schools and Stanford University are
willing partners with energy, ideas, and resources to contribute to district-wide
improvement. To date, trust, communication, and collaboration with these potential
partners have been inadequate.
7. Not all charter school practices can be simply transferred to traditional schools; however,
the Grand Jury believes that strong communication, creativity, and good faith problem
solving between Ravenswood and the teachers’ union can allow more charter school best
practices to be productively utilized.
8. Traditional schools in Ravenswood have not capitalized from collaboration with the
charter schools.

Recommendations
The 2008-2009 San Mateo County Civil Grand Jury recommends that the Board of Trustees of
the Ravenswood City Elementary School District:
1. Maintain support for the current charter schools in the District-- East Palo Alto Charter
School, Edison Brentwood Academy, East Palo Alto Academy Elementary School, East
Palo Alto Academy High School, and East Palo Alto Phoenix Academy.
2. Meet with leaders from the Stanford University School of Education with the goal of
developing a specific plan within three months describing the best opportunities for
collaboration between the organizations.
3. Meet regularly with local charter school leaders to create written objectives describing
opportunities to bring successful charter school strategies into the traditional school
structure. Investigate such topics as instructional best practices, after school programs
that are a continuation of the curriculum, more formalized parent involvement, and

attendance management.
4. Recognize the importance of teachers, who are essential to improving student
performance, and increase non-student work time for teachers to prepare, collaborate,
receive coaching, observe, and individualize student instruction.
5. Work collaboratively with the teachers’ union to add flexibility to union agreements
needed to allow implementation of the highest impact of best practices from charter
schools.

Glossary
ADA
API
AYP
CAHSEE
CAT
CDE
COE
CST
CSU
ELA
EPA
EPAAES
EPAAHS
EPACS
EPAPA
M-A
STAR
NCLB
UC

Average Daily Attendance
Academic Performance Index
Adequate Yearly Progress
California High School Exit Exam
California Achievement Test
California Department of Education
San Mateo County Office of Education
California Standards Test
California State University
English Language Arts
East Palo Alto
East Palo Alto Academy Elementary School
East Palo Alto Academy High School
East Palo Alto Charter School
East Palo Alto Phoenix Academy (high school)
Menlo-Atherton High School
California Standardized Testing and Reporting
No Child Left Behind
University of California

