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D uring the past year, Wisconsin state legislators debated a series of bills aimed at closing low-performing

public schools and replacing them with privately run charter schools. These proposals were particularly tar-

geted at Milwaukee, the state’s largest and poorest school district.

Ultimately, the only legislation enacted was a bill that modestly increases school reporting requirements, without stip-

ulating consequences for low performance. Nevertheless, the more ambitious proposals will likely remain at the core

of Wisconsin’s debates over education policy, and legislative leaders have made clear their desire to revisit them in next

year’s session. To help inform these deliberations, this report addresses the most comprehensive set of reforms put for-

ward in the 2013–2014 legislative session.

Backers of these reforms are particularly enamored of a new type of charter school represented by the Rocketship

chain of schools—a low-budget operation that relies on young and inexperienced teachers rather than more veteran

and expensive faculty, that reduces the curriculum to a near-exclusive focus on reading and math, and that replaces

teachers with online learning and digital applications for a significant portion of the day. Rocketship proposes that

its model—dubbed “blended learning” for its combination of in-person and computerized instruction—can cut costs

while raising low-income students’ test scores (Rocketship Education 2011).

The call for public schools to be replaced by such tech-heavy, teacher-light operations comes from some of the most

powerful actors in local and national politics: the major corporate lobbies, including Wisconsin Manufacturers and

Commerce, Americans for Prosperity, and the Metropolitan Milwaukee Association of Commerce (MMAC). It is these

groups, rather than parents or community organizations, that provided the impetus for legislators to consider proposals

for mass school closure and privatization in Milwaukee.

In advocating school privatization, MMAC, allied corporate lobbies, and corporate-funded think tanks claim to be act-

ing out of social altruism, motivated by the tragedy of poor children whose needs are unmet in the public school system.

Yet—as is detailed later in this report—these same organizations have traditionally opposed what are typically consid-

ered two of the fundamental building blocks for improving education, particularly for poor children: adequate school

funding and effective anti-poverty policies.

This report evaluates the “blended learning” model of education exemplified by Rocketship and seeks to understand

how the “school accountability” legislation debated during the most recent legislative session would likely affect Mil-

waukee schools. This briefing paper also explains how such proposals might fit within the broader economic agenda of

both local and national corporate lobbies. Above all, the report questions why an educational model deemed substan-

dard for more privileged suburban children is being so vigorously promoted—perhaps even forced—on poor children

in Milwaukee.

Upon examination, it appears that charter privatization proposals are driven more by financial and ideological grounds

than by sound pedagogy:

National research shows that charter schools, on average, perform no better than public schools. There is thus no

basis for believing that replacing traditional public schools in Milwaukee with privately run charters will result in

improved education.
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The “blended learning” model of education exemplified by the Rocketship chain of charter schools—often pro-

moted by charter boosters—is predicated on paying minimal attention to anything but math and literacy, and even

those subjects are taught by inexperienced teachers carrying out data-driven lesson plans relentlessly focused on test

preparation. But evidence from Wisconsin, the country, and the world shows that students receive a better educa-

tion from experienced teachers offering a broad curriculum that emphasizes curiosity, creativity, and critical think-

ing, as well as getting the right answers on standardized tests.

Blended-learning schools such as Rocketship are supported by investment banks, hedge funds, and venture capital

firms that, in turn, aim to profit from both the construction and, especially, the digital software assigned to students.

To fund the growth of such operations, money earmarked for Milwaukee students is diverted to national headquar-

ters and other cities where the company seeks to expand. Furthermore, the very curricular model that Rocketship

employs is shaped not simply by what is good for kids but also, in part, by what will generate profits for investors

and fuel the company’s ambitious growth plans.

The proposed “school accountability” bill that Wisconsin State Senate Education Committee Chair Luther Olsen

drafted in January 2014—which embodies the most ambitious version of corporate-backed school

reform—measures school achievement in ways that are skewed against poor cities and that exempt charter schools

from equal accountability. Such a bill would likely result in shutting a growing number of public schools and con-

centrating the city’s neediest students in a shrinking public system that is denied the resources to serve them. Even-

tually, this would bankrupt the public school district.

Some of the best options for school improvement are outlawed in Sen. Olsen’s draft bill. For instance, Milwaukee’s

award-winning ALBA (Academia de Lenguajes y Bellas Artes) school is a publicly run charter school that outper-

formed every privately run charter in the city. Yet under the proposed legislation, this school would be banned

from opening more campuses, while privately run schools with much worse performance would be encouraged to

expand.

To truly improve education in Milwaukee, we must start with the assumption that poor children are no less deserv-

ing of a quality education than rich children. As such, the schools that privileged suburban parents demand for their

children should be the yardstick we use to measure the adequacy of education in the city. This means subjecting

all schools—whether public, charter, or voucher—to the same standards of accountability, including measurements

that account for the economic and disability challenges their students face, and that recognize the value of a broad

curriculum and experienced teachers who are qualified to develop the full range of each child’s capacities.

Are charter schools better than public schools?

Over the past three years there has been an unprecedented wave of legislation in states across the country aimed at trans-

forming public education. Debates on education policy draw an extraordinarily wide number of participants, including

parents, students, and a broad assortment of nonprofit advocacy groups. Yet when examining which of the hundreds of

education-related bills introduced actually become law, it is generally those backed by major corporate lobbies, such as

the American Legislative Exchange Council (ALEC), that advance furthest.
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Until the past decade, these lobbies paid scant attention to education policy. But as will be explained in greater detail

later in this paper, in recent years they have become dominant players in school reform debates—particularly in the

promotion of online learning and privately run charter schools.

At their most ambitious, corporate advocates have recently sought to promote the replacement of public schools by

privately run charters not on a school-by-school basis, but through the transformation of whole school districts. This

strategy was first enacted in New Orleans following Hurricane Katrina, when the Bush administration refused to fund

the reopening of public schools, and instead provided $45 million for charter schools to take over the district (Saulny

2006). As the charter industry has grown and as corporate money has become increasingly influential in both state

and local politics, corporate lobbyists have sought to replicate the New Orleans model in other poor cities. Whether

dubbed a “recovery district,” “achievement district,” or “portfolio district,” these endeavors all function along similar

lines: Invoke standardized tests to declare a large swath of schools to be irredeemable failures, then close them and send

their students (and their tax dollars) to privately run startups. In the process, the charter industry and the investors

who profit from it are able to realize growth in leaps and bounds rather than school-by-school. When the Metropolitan

Milwaukee Association of Commerce initiated the call to create an “accountability district” for Milwaukee schools, it

looked to New Orleans as its model (Richards 2013b).

It is thus crucial to determine whether charter schools are indeed more effective than traditional public schools. As the

following sections explain, there is no evidentiary basis for believing that substituting charters for public schools will, in

itself, improve education in Milwaukee or any other city. Furthermore, the education model of the Rocketship chain of

schools, a company central to the education reform push in Milwaukee, is particularly ill-suited to providing the city’s

children with a high-quality education.

Evidence on charter schools’ efficacy

The original image of a charter school revolves around a lone dedicated educator, or a local community of parents, who

decide to take over a school and make it into something better for their kids. In reality, rather than a proliferation of

small experiments, the last few years have witnessed a pattern of corporate consolidation. By 2011 less than 17 percent

of charter students were in schools run by companies that operated three or fewer schools. The majority were overseen

by corporations operating 10 or more schools (Miron and Gulosino 2013, iv). By far the fastest-growing sector of the

industry has been online or virtual schools (Miron et al. 2012, 18).

As charter schools have grown over the past two decades, multiple studies have compared their performance with that of

traditional public schools. Their conclusion: There is no discernible difference. One recent meta-analysis reviewed the

results of 83 studies conducted over 12 years, concluding that “on the whole, charters perform similarly to traditional

public schools” (Miron and Urschel 2012, 228–230).

In many cases, the promise of charter schools has turned into a dismal reality. In Indiana, nearly half the state’s charter

schools received grades of “D” or “F” in 2012 (Indiana Department of Education 2012). In Ohio, which has authorized

charter schools in the state’s eight largest cities for nearly 20 years, nearly 84,000 students—or 87 percent of the state’s

charter students—were in schools graded “D” or “F” in 2012–20131 (Bush 2013). Indeed, one study found that, after

controlling for poverty and other student demographics, public schools scored significantly higher on elementary school

math tests (Lubienski and Lubienski 2014, 80).
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FIGURE A VIEW INTERACTIVE on epi.org

Charter schools’ math score gains as compared with those of public schools, 2013

Source: CREDO (2013), 57

Indistinguishable: 40%

Superior: 29%

Inferior: 31%

The largest national studies have been conducted by Stanford University–based Center for Research on Education Out-

comes (CREDO), an organization generally supportive of charter schools. Comparing math scores of charter and public

school students, CREDO’s 2009 study found that 17 percent of charter schools had superior growth in math scores,

37 percent were inferior, and 46 percent were “statistically indistinguishable” from public schools. Averaged across all

schools, the impact of attending a charter school was a slight—but statistically significant—negative impact for both

math and reading gains (CREDO 2009, 3, 22).

When CREDO updated its research in 2013 it found better news for charter schools, though public schools still had

superior math performance, as shown in Figure A. On the whole, however, the authors report that “the overall results

show relatively small average impacts of charter school attendance on student academic growth” (CREDO 2013, 63).

Indeed, even the subgroups for whom charters appeared to have the most impacts showed very modest differences from

their public school peers (Maul and McClelland 2013).2

Thus, there is no evidentiary basis for believing that substituting charters for public schools will, in itself, improve

education in Milwaukee or any other city. Researchers have, however, pointed to several policies that would improve

the performance of charter schools. First, charter performance is best in states that strictly limit the number of charter

authorizers. Second, charter schools do better in states that have relatively fewer of them. Finally, the single worst-

performing schools are for-profit online charters (CREDO 2009, 4; Miron et al. 2012, v). Unfortunately, ALEC and

the other major corporate lobbies are advocating for policies that run exactly counter to these findings: They call for

Indistinguishable 40%

Superior 29%

Inferior 31%
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expanding the number of both charter schools and charter authorizers, and they vigorously promote the growth of

online education.3

Virtual schools are by far the most profitable sector of the charter industry, thanks to low production costs and to

ALEC model bills requiring they receive the same amount of taxpayer dollars per student as traditional schools. Yet

their market is inherently limited, as the number of families who will choose to enroll their children in an entirely

online curriculum—essentially, homeschooling them by computer—remains a small minority. The profit margins of

“blended learning” schools—which split students’ days between in-person and online instruction—aren’t as high as

those of entirely virtual schools, but they may be the next best thing. For this reason, investment banks, hedge funds,

and venture capital firms have increasingly looked to “blended learning” as a preferred model for urban school districts.

Further, while it is difficult to gauge their true costs, as they have been supported to date by generous subsidies from

both government and private donors, such schools are touted as a lower-cost alternative to traditional education (Horn

and Evans 2013). Thus, this model appeals to tax-cutting politicians as well as investors.

Rocketship Education is the leading pioneer of the “blended learning” model (Bowman 2011; Layton 2012). Moreover,

it enjoys the backing of Milwaukee business leaders. Tim Sheehy, president of the Metropolitan Milwaukee Association

of Commerce, sits on Rocketship’s board, and the association raised $2.5 million in private contributions to help make

Rocketship the first national charter chain operating in the city (Richards 2013a). Indeed, the company is so central

to school privatization plans that, when the Wisconsin State Senate Education Committee first held hearings on a bill

that would make it easier for charter companies to add more schools without need for public approval, one legislator

reported hearing Committee Chairman Sen. Luther Olsen tell a colleague that “we’re just doing this for Rocketship”

(Conniff 2013). For all these reasons, it is important to evaluate the likely impact on Milwaukee students of a large-scale

expansion of Rocketship’s “blended learning” model.

The Rocketship education model

At the core of what distinguishes Rocketship’s education model from other schools are four principles: the replacement

of teachers with computers for a significant portion of the day; a reliance on young and inexperienced teachers for the

rest of the day; narrowing the curriculum to math and reading with little attention to other subjects; and even within

these subjects, a relentless focus on preparing students for standardized tests.

A 2012 national profile of the company describes Rocketship as an experiment aimed at “mass production” of education

(Merrow 2012). The first step in creating a mass-production school is shrinking the curriculum to the basics: math and

literacy. The company’s “mission statement” for its Milwaukee school consists of one sentence: “Rocketship Milwaukee

… will eliminate the achievement gap by graduating our students at or above grade level in Literacy and Math” (Rock-

etship Education 2011, 7). More recently, the company has added a modest amount of class time for science, social

studies, art, and other “enrichments” (Rocketship Education 2014b; Haines, Voskuil, and Dilber 2014). But none of

these is taught by faculty certified in these fields, and these subjects are not generally taught as separate classes. Instead,

science is “embedded” in math classes, and both art and social studies are “embedded” in language arts. Thus, the “key

outcomes” of social studies instruction are defined largely in terms of literacy goals, including “the ability to use infor-

mational text, mastery of academic vocabulary, and increased reading and writing skills” (Rocketship Education 2011,

32). Activities unrelated to literacy—enacting a mock Congress, writing one’s own constitution, or bringing in family

members to tell oral histories—may be expected to be marginalized within this curriculum.
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Most importantly, teachers’ salaries are primarily based on their students’ math and reading scores (Rocketship Milwau-

kee 2014b). No matter what theoretical job description an employee may be given, when she is told what determines

her salary, that is the real job description she takes to heart. By linking salaries so tightly to math and reading tests,

Rocketship implicitly instructs teachers to devote minimal attention to anything else. Thus, it may be unsurprising that

one family reported that, in three years of their daughter attending Rocketship’s Mateo Sheedy Elementary School in

San Jose, California, they had never seen her receive homework in any subject other than math and literacy (Rocketship

Mateo Sheedy Parent, 2012).

Digital instruction: The Learning Lab

Starting in kindergarten, Rocketship students spend two hours a day in the school’s “Learning Lab,” which is staffed

by “tutors” with no certification and whose only required credential is a high school diploma.4 Scholastic Administrator

magazine has dubbed the Learning Lab “the financial and academic key” to Rocketship (Fensterwald 2011). Here, stu-

dents can read independently from a set of “leveled books” or, if in the bottom 25 percent of their class, may participate

in small-group remedial sessions. But the heart of the Learning Lab is online learning—long rows of computers where

students are supposed to engage with instructional software. Rocketship touts online instruction for allowing each stu-

dent to go at his own pace, providing an “individualized” learning experience.

Digital instruction is also key to the company’s financial strategy. With students spending a quarter of their days in

the Learning Lab, Rocketship has cut the size of a normal elementary school teaching staff from 21 to 16, generating

an estimated $500,000 per year in savings (Fensterwald 2011). Founding CEO John Danner has expressed hopes to

increase online time to 50 percent (Danner 2010). If that goal is realized, teaching staff will be cut yet further, with each

school saving an estimated $1 million per year.

Inexperienced, high-turnover teaching staff

In addition to the switch from human to digital instruction, Rocketship appears to rely on an educational model that

functions with an inexperienced, high-turnover teaching staff. The Rocketship school in Milwaukee pays Teach for

America (TFA) $52,000 per year to serve as a steady source of beginner teachers (Rocketship Education 2011, Attach-

ment G), and nationwide 75 percent of the company’s teachers are either current fellows or recent graduates of TFA

(Merrow 2012). TFA is not designed to produce career teachers. Indeed, part of its recruitment message to college grad-

uates is that the program will make them competitive for graduate school or corporate employment after their two years

in the classroom (Teach for America 2014).5 A company that relies on TFA to supply its teachers must plan on a high

degree of turnover; that is part of how TFA is supposed to work. Unsurprisingly, then, on average almost 30 percent of

Rocketship teachers leave every year, as shown in Table 1—a rate more than twice as high as in the Milwaukee school

district (De La Rosa & Co. 2014, B-22; Richards and Crowe 2013).

Yet Rocketship seems designed to function with such a high quit rate. In the proposed five-year budget for Milwaukee,

Rocketship budgets essentially no salary increase whatsoever for its teachers. In real (inflation-adjusted) terms, a teacher

who joined Rocketship Milwaukee when it opened and stayed for five years would end up earning $2,900—or 4.9

percent—less than when he began (Rocketship Education 2011, Appendix G; Congressional Budget Office 2013, 5).

Thus, either teachers are expected to remain dedicated to a job that includes annual real paycuts, or the company’s

business plan counts on high turnover, with more experienced teachers being regularly refreshed by newer and cheaper

recruits. The result is that the neediest students are taught by the least experienced teachers, who keep disappearing.
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T A B L E  1

Teacher turnover in Rocketship schools, 2012–2013 school year

Rocketship Si Se Puede 37%

Rocketship Brilliant Minds 29%

Rocketship Mateo Sheedy 33%

Rocketship Los Suenos 22%

Rocketship Mosaic 28%

Rocketship Discovery Prep 28%

Rocketship Alma Academy 23%

Rocketship average 29%

Source: Rocketship Education, as reproduced in De La Rosa & Co. (2014)

Particularly for children from neighborhoods of concentrated poverty, who may experience myriad difficulties and dis-

ruptions in their home lives, one of the most important things a school can provide is a stable relationship with a mature

adult. Rocketship’s staffing strategy, however, poses an impediment to providing this type of support.

Teaching to the test

Both in the Learning Lab and in the classrooms, Rocketship’s pedagogy revolves relentlessly around state standardized

tests. In national debates over education policy, there is widespread controversy over how central a role standardized

tests should play in K–12 education. The accuracy of the tests is often disputed—including by some of those inside the

testing industry (Rhoades and Madaus 2003; Farley 2009). Indeed, Seattle teachers recently boycotted the test Rock-

etship relies on when they discovered that, at the high school level, its margin of error was greater than the measure of

annual improvement used to determine student success (Strauss 2013). For a large share of children, timed math tests

produce anxiety that both harms their performance and lowers their self-confidence, leading girls especially to avoid the

subject when they reach high school, having been convinced they are “bad at math” (Boaler 2012; Carisch 2012).

At Rocketship, however, everything is built around the tests. All students take the state standardized exam once every

eight weeks. In addition, they must take a second, proprietary exam (the Northwest Evaluation Association’s Measur-

ing Academic Progress, or MAP) three times a year (Rocketship Education 2011, 39). Finally, every digital application

students use in the Learning Lab creates a host of daily assessments—how they performed on quizzes and games, how

far they progressed in reading, what level math problems they solved, and which they got wrong. These daily data are

intended to help teachers “[plan] lessons based on students’ current levels” (Rocketship Education 2011, 38).

Thus, the school’s operation is designed to be a seamless exercise. Both digital and classroom instruction are designed

around the content of standardized tests, teachers’ salaries and promotions are determined in large part by the improve-

ment in their students’ test scores, student progress toward these improvement goals is measured through regular prac-

tice exams as well as daily feedback from digital math and reading software, and this feedback, in turn, is used to

fine-tune subsequent lesson plans to produce better test outcomes.
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Indeed, even in the classrooms, lesson plans are geared to the Common Core standards that form the basis of state

exams. Rocketship has developed a practice of “backwards mapping State standards to identify the main objectives” of a

subject. “We then develop units and lesson plans within each unit to focus on these . . . objectives” (Rocketship Educa-

tion 2011, 29). Standardized tests are no longer regarded as one partial and imperfect measure of education. Here, tests

define both the content and scope of education—if students test well, they are, by definition, well-educated.

Rocketship by the numbers: Falling performance, high turnover, and repeated redesigns

Given that Rocketship places such a strong emphasis on standardized testing, it is telling that, even by this measure, the

company has faced struggles and disappointments.

While Rocketship has realized significant financial growth over its short lifetime—from 2010 through 2013, the

company’s net assets increased by over 600 percent, from $2.2 million to $15.8 million (De La Rosa & Co. 2014,

B-23)—the schools’ academic achievements, even by their own measures, have not followed the same trajectory.

In the company’s earliest years, some Rocketship schools achieved impressive test scores: Its first school, started in 2007,

was the highest-ranked low-income elementary school in Santa Clara County that year, and the seventh-highest in Cal-

ifornia (De La Rosa & Co., B-27). Over the past four years, however, test scores have fallen at this and every other

Rocketship school.

As measured by California’s Academic Performance Index, the average score for the Rocketship network as a whole has

declined by just over 10 percent from 2008–2009 to 2012–2013 (De La Rosa & Co., B-28).

As shown in Figure B, all five Rocketship schools that reported test results for both 2011–2012 and 2012–2013 show

significant declines in academic performance.

Indeed, in 2012–2013, all seven of the Rocketship schools failed to make adequate yearly progress according to federal

standards, as shown in Table 2. Under the No Child Left Behind law, a school that fails to make adequate yearly progress

for two years in a row is deemed in need of “program improvement” and subject to a series of regulatory interventions,

including engaging outside experts to determine “what changes need to be made … to improve student achievement,”

and setting aside 10 percent of each school’s Title I funding to provide additional teacher training (California Depart-

ment of Education 2010). Despite these interventions, Rocketship’s failure to achieve federal math and reading stan-

dards has gotten worse rather than better. In 2011–2012, two of Rocketship’s schools were subject to such turnaround

mandates; by 2012–2013 four of the company’s seven schools were found in need of “program improvement” (De La

Rosa & Co. 2014, B-30-31).

The variety of stumbling blocks encountered by Rocketship schools have led school boards in San Francisco, Oakland,

and East Palo Alto, California, and the state of Texas, to reject Rocketship’s applications to open schools in their juris-

dictions, with the San Francisco board determining that Rocketship “presents an unsound educational program” (San

Francisco Unified School District 2011).

Indeed, Rocketship itself has noted problems with its model, with CEO John Danner reporting in 2013 that the com-

pany had not yet identified computer applications that can be appropriately individualized to each student, and the
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FIGURE B VIEW INTERACTIVE on epi.org

Rocketship schools’ academic performance, as measured by California Academic
Performance Index, 2011–2013

Source: Rocketship Education, as reproduced in De La Rosa & Co. (2014)

T A B L E  2

Rocketship schools’ achievement of Adequate Yearly Progress, 2010–2013

2010–2011 2011–2012 2012–2013

Rocketship Si Se Puede Fail Fail Fail

Rocketship Brilliant Minds N/a N/a Fail

Rocketship Mateo Sheedy Pass Pass Fail

Rocketship Los Suenos Fail Fail Fail

Rocketship Mosaic N/a Fail Fail

Rocketship Discovery Prep N/a Fail Fail

Rocketship Alma Academy N/a N/a Fail

Note: N/a indicates school was not yet open for operation.

Source: Rocketship Education, as reproduced in De La Rosa & Co. (2014)
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company’s chief programs officer conceding that the model produced students who, while passing standardized tests,

“struggled with independence” (Noguchi 2013; Wilson and Liao 2014).

2011-2012 2012-2013

Rocketship
Mateo
Sheedy

924 851

Rocketship
Mosaic 872 836

Rocketship
Si Se
Puede

861 836

Rocketship
Discovery
Prep

805 790

Rocketship
Los
Suenos

793 789
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In 2012–2013, the company radically redesigned its teaching model—abandoning the Learning Lab and placing chil-

dren in supersized classrooms of 100 kids with two teachers and technology integrated throughout the classroom. Before

the end of the year, however, the experiment was deemed a failure, and most students were returned to the old model.

Understanding Rocketship’s business model

Given its repeated course corrections, rejection by multiple school boards, declining test scores, high teacher turnover,

mandated federal remediation, and general turbulence in the system, one might think that Rocketship executives would

take time to pause and reflect before promoting the company’s “model” to school districts around the country, including

Milwaukee’s. Indeed, if this were simply a group of educators seeking to develop high-quality schools for poor com-

munities, it is hard to imagine that the track record of the past few years would not be taken as a signal to rethink the

mission. In Rocketship’s case, however, there appears to be no piece of evidence, nor any critique from educators or

education officials, that sways the company from its commitment to rapid and extensive expansion.

At different points, Rocketship has made a variety of growth projections, all of them ambitious—46 schools by 2017,

30,000 students by 2019, and ultimately, schools in 50 cities serving 1 million students (Merrow 2012; De La Rosa &

Co. 2014, B-14). In its first seven years, the company expanded from one school to nine, and saw enrollment grow to

just under 5,000 students. In the coming five years, the company aims to open eight-school chains in seven new cities,

and expand its student base to 30,000, as shown in Figure C (De La Rosa & Co. 2014, B-14).

To understand what drives the company’s unshakeable pursuit of large-scale growth, it may be more important to

understand Rocketship’s business model than its educational philosophy. Rocketship Education is a nonprofit company.

However, its operational model blurs the distinction between for-profit and nonprofit businesses. At the heart of what

makes Rocketship different from other schools is online instruction—often conducted using licensed software appli-

cations supplied by for-profit vendors (Rocketship Education 2011). The more students Rocketship teaches, and the

more schools it opens, the bigger the customer base and the larger the licensing fees for these companies.

Very little is known about the educational efficacy of these applications; most of them have entered the classroom with-

out ever being subject to experimental tests.6 But while there are scant scientific data on the impact of these educational

software applications, more is known about some of the investors behind them.

From its beginning, Rocketship was championed both by technology executives and venture capital firms.7 For instance,

Rocketship received significant funding from the New Schools Venture Fund, one of whose board members is John

Doerr, a partner at the prominent venture capital firm Kleiner, Perkins, Caufield & Byers (Rich 2013). Rocketship has

also received generous financial backing from Netflix CEO and venture capitalist Reed Hastings, who sits on Rocket-

ship’s National Advisory Board (Bowman 2011; Garcia 2014). Together, Doerr and Hastings are two of the primary

investors in a for-profit company called DreamBox Learning, having jointly invested over $14 million in the firm (Cook

2013). In turn, Rocketship uses DreamBox software as one of the primary math applications in its Learning Lab (Rock-

etship Education 2014a). Thus, Hastings and Doerr help fund the nonprofit Rocketship chain, which contracts with a

for-profit company they partially own; the more Rocketship expands, the greater DreamBox’s profits. Because Dream-

box is a privately held company, the profits that Doerr and Hastings may be realizing are not publicly known. However,

since the venture capital industry averaged a 15 percent return on investments in 2013 (Cambridge Associates 2013), it
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FIGURE C VIEW INTERACTIVE on epi.org

Rocketship schools’ total enrollment, 2007–2014 and projected to 2019

Note: Rocketship has established a goal of enrolling 30,000 students by the 2018–2019 school year. Numbers for the years 2014–2015

through 2017–2018 are the author’s interpolations between actual 2014 enrollment and the company’s 2018–2019 goal.

Source: Rocketship Education, as reproduced in De La Rosa & Co. (2014)
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is unlikely that the two would have sunk money into a venture that was not expected to achieve at least this average rate

of return.

When the U.S. Department of Education reviewed DreamBox in December 2013, researchers found 11 studies claim-

ing to assess the program’s impact, but immediately rejected 10 of them as statistically meaningless (U.S. Department

of Education 2013). While the 11th study used sound methods and reported “significant gains in overall mathematics

scores” (Wang and Woodworth 2011), Department of Education staff found that the authors—whose work was com-

missioned by Rocketship—had arbitrarily excluded students they deemed “outliers.” When Department of Education

staff reran the study with all students included, they concluded that DreamBox has “no discernible effects on mathe-

matics achievement for elementary school students” (U.S. Department of Education 2013). Following publication of

the Department of Education’s report, the Rocketship-commissioned authors produced additional data that convinced

federal researchers to upgrade their assessment of DreamBox’s impacts to “potentially positive effects” based on “small

evidence” (U.S. Department of Education 2014).

In a school where curriculum is based solely on pedagogical effectiveness, one might assume that if instructional mate-

rials were judged to have somewhere between “no discernible effects” and “potentially positive effects,” educators would

start looking for a replacement. But Rocketship has continued to employ DreamBox as a standard part of its math pro-

gram. Furthermore, both Rocketship and the DreamBox company itself continue to promote the software on the basis

Total
enrollment

2007-2008 160

2009-2010 266

2010-2011 1,345

2011-2012 2,425

2012-2013 3,818

2013-2014 4,995

2014-2015 7,500

2015-2016 12,500

2016-2017 17,500

2017-2018 23,500

2018-2019 30,000
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of the very claims that federal researchers declared invalid.8 Nowhere on either Rocketship’s nor DreamBox’s website is

there any reference to the Department of Education’s findings (DreamBox Learning 2014). This is not the behavior of

education innovators eager to identify best practices that can be shared with others; it is the behavior of self-interested

parties eager to market their product.

Rocketship promotes itself as a dynamic learning organization, and indeed the company is continually experimenting.

However, its innovation appears to be restricted within specific boundaries: It seems that it will not adopt education

reforms that have no potential to make money for investors. For instance, a recent study found powerful results from

a program that paid retirees to sit down in one-on-two intensive tutoring sessions with students in low-income com-

munities. The program aimed both at imparting academic skills and at providing mentorship for young men in these

communities (Rich 2014). Although the program was hailed by national researchers, it is hard to imagine that Rocket-

ship might ever adopt this sort of intervention, as there is simply no way for technology startups or venture capital firms

to profit from this model. Rocketship students are, indeed, participants in an experimental and developing pedagogy.

But it appears the question this experiment aims to answer is not simply, “How can we do better by poor kids?” but

rather, “How can we educate poor kids while generating a 15 percent rate of return for investors?”

An even more intimate case of mixed motives is that of Rocketship founder John Danner who, after eight years as CEO,

stepped down in 2013 to found his own for-profit startup which aims to develop software that will allow for greater

individuation in online learning and digital integration of homework with classroom instruction (Noguchi 2013). Dan-

ner describes his new company—dubbed Zeal—as “online learning 2.0,” predicting that the next generation of online

companies face “enormous market opportunities” (Danner 2013). Rocketship has been identified as the company’s first

partner (Aspen Institute n.d.; Haines, Voskuil, and Dilber 2014). As with DreamBox, then, Rocketship’s relationship

with Zeal features a nonprofit school serving as a testing ground and customer base for personally and financially con-

nected for-profit companies.

Rocketship’s use of both DreamBox and Zeal software would likely be prohibited as illegal conflicts of interest if they

took place in a public school system. If a board member proposed that a school contract with a vendor with whom he

or she had a personal financial relationship, this would be rejected out of hand.9 But Rocketship is not bound to uphold

the same standard of ethics demanded of public officials, and it does not.10

These relationships help explain the venture capital industry’s antipathy to elected school boards. Reed Hastings recently

gained notoriety for declaring that education would be improved if school boards were not elected (Strauss 2014). To

many, this may have appeared as ideological arrogance. But unrelated to ideology, there is a very concrete business rea-

son for businesspeople such as Hastings to oppose elected school boards. With charter companies like Rocketship, Hast-

ings can seal system-wide contracts—potentially covering tens or hundreds of schools across the country—with a single

executive decision. Furthermore, the deal may be driven by financial relationships unrelated to the product, and there

is no requirement that proof of educational quality take priority over what is good for the company’s bottom line. By

contrast, when elected school boards review proposed contracts for instructional software, their decisions are required

to be based solely on the product’s proven effectiveness, and they are prohibited from basing contract choices on any

other financial relationships. Hastings explains that “selling to school districts . . . [is] a very inefficient market,” because

“school districts . . . are really reacting to voter forces more than to market forces . . .” (Crotty 2012). But avoiding

relationships such as that between Rocketship and DreamBox—where instructional products may be selected to benefit
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financially connected insiders even if they do not provide the best education for students—is one of the very reasons

to maintain elected school boards. Thus, the calls to replace elected boards with appointees—or to shrink the power

of elected boards to the point that they no longer exercise control over curriculum and technology contracts—reflects

sound business logic, if not necessarily good education policy.

Ironically, these commercial relationships create a tremendous pedagogical rigidity in the Rocketship system. Where

voucher and charter advocates may criticize the top-down nature of public school districts, Rocketship has, at best, sub-

stituted a corporate bureaucracy for a political one. If a teacher or even a principal in a Rocketship school believes a

given software product is not appropriate for the school’s students, they are nevertheless required to use the products

assigned by the company’s central office (Rocketship Milwaukee 2014b). In this way, Rocketship is a more centralized,

command-and-control system than almost any public school. If individual schools were allowed to use their own judg-

ment in evaluating the products best suited to their students, the company’s financial backers might be faced with the

same frustrations they voice about elected school boards.

Rocketship’s centralized business model, along with its zeal for growth, may also explain why the company is so top-

heavy compared with public school districts. In the Milwaukee school district, for instance, only 8 percent of all

expenses are devoted to central administration (Milwaukee Public Schools 2013a, 12). In contrast, the Milwaukee Rock-

etship school spends nearly 29 percent of its total budget on central administrative functions outside the school (Rock-

etship Education 2011).11 Indeed, by the time Rocketship Milwaukee expects to reach full enrollment, in 2015–2016,

the company’s own data indicate that the school will spend more on administration than on teacher salaries, as shown

in Figure D.

A significant share of these administrative expenses facilitate the company’s future expansion. To feed this quest for

growth, Rocketship has diverted money that could otherwise be used to hire more-experienced teachers, shrink class

size, create libraries, or otherwise improve students’ education. Rocketship’s school buildings are owned by a sister com-

pany—LaunchPad—which in turn charges Rocketship rent for the facilities. Rocketship’s official business plans include

the goal that “LaunchPad will charge relatively high facilities fees” and that “the profit margin will be used to finance

new facilities” (Rocketship Education 2009). Thus, tax dollars intended to support the education of Milwaukee stu-

dents will instead go, in part, to funding Rocketship’s expansion in other parts of the country.

Equally troubling, the company’s educational model itself appears to have been redesigned to meet financial rather than

pedagogical objectives. While the company no longer aims to have students spend half their day in the Learning Lab,

it continues to seek new ways to employ technology—for instance, in using online applications to teach grammar or

carry out homework assignments (Haines, Voskuil, and Dilber 2014)—which in turn will reduce the need for trained

teachers and human instruction. As described earlier, in 2012–2013, Rocketship instituted a new “flexible classroom”

model that put 109 students in one oversized classroom with just two certified teachers (Herold 2014). Ultimately, only

47 percent of teachers rated this “effective,” and both students and parents preferred the old model (Rocketship Edu-

cation 2014b). By the end of the year, the company only retained the “flexible classroom” in 4th and 5th grades, while

reverting to the old model for kindergarten through 3rd grade. This lurching between models was stressful for both

teachers and students. As one teacher described it:
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FIGURE D VIEW INTERACTIVE on epi.org

Rocketship Milwaukee, projected budgeted expenses, 2015–2016

Note: Rocketship Milwaukee predicts a gradual increase in enrollment until full enrollment (600 students) is reached in 2015–2016. That

year’s budget is thus used to make the projections depicted in this figure.

Source: Rocketship Education (2011)
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A few months into the . . . school year, Rocketship announced to teachers the start of ‘redesign.’ I say

announced, because it was not offered as a conversation, but as a mandate. . . . This model’s vision would

have placed 100 students in a room with two credentialed teachers and one learning specialist (including in

Kindergarten and first grade). Without research or proof that this was a good idea for our students, redesign

was launched at several Rocketship campuses. . . . Unfortunately, the experiment . . . proved to be rash. . . . My

biggest concern . . . is that even though Rocketship is experimenting with its model and unsure of its future

direction, it still seeks to rapidly expand . . . across America. (Anonymous 2013)

The most surprising part of this story, however, is the reasoning behind this year of programmatic upheaval. According

to Rocketship board documents, the company had determined that it was generating insufficient income to fuel its

growth plans and developed the “flex” model in response. Adopting a student-to-teacher ratio of 50-to-1 would help

the company generate an additional $230,000 of net income from each school (Rocketship Education 2013). Instead

of developing an effective education model and then determining how to fund it, Rocketship started with the goal of

squeezing enough money out of school operations to fund its growth plan, and then redesigned education around those

revenue goals.

After retreating from the “flexible” model, Rocketship’s profitability is more modest. But the company remains com-

mitted to aggressive growth, and the board has insisted that new strategies must be identified to increase efficiencies,

Teacher
salaries $1,036,800

Administration $1,541,447
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setting a goal that “if each school could generate $200,000 more net income per year, there would be $9 million of extra

cash generated over the next five years to fund growth” (Rocketship Education 2013, 23). Among the strategies raised

as possibilities for meeting this goal were laying off assistant principals, expanding online curricula, and staff training

aimed at needing “fewer adults in each classroom” (Rocketship Education 2013, 22–23). To the extent that this push is

successful, funds designated to serve Milwaukee students will instead be diverted to fund Rocketship’s expansion plans.

Good schools: What do we know about what works, and how does
Rocketship compare?

Decades of rigorous research have established that families’ socioeconomic background is the preeminent factor affecting

how children perform in school. Among the factors education policymakers can control, students benefit from small

class sizes; experienced teachers; diverse opportunities for learning; a broad curriculum including music, art, and play-

time for young children; and professionally staffed libraries. On all of these dimensions, Rocketship falls short.

The basics: Poverty and class size

Decades of studies have affirmed that the single most important factor affecting educational achievement are inequalities

of wealth and poverty. Since the inception of testing under No Child Left Behind, students from poor or economically

disadvantaged families have never scored higher than their better-off peers—not at any age, nor in any state (Tienken

and Zhao 2013, 112). The impact of poverty similarly outweighs any difference between charter and public schools, for

students of any ethnicity, income level, or disability (CREDO 2013, 75). This is partially because students from poor

families start school with less exposure to reading, writing, and vocabulary.12 But poverty’s impact on education is often

much simpler and cruder than underexposure to vocabulary. As one expert notes:

First, health matters. Children who can’t see well can’t read as well as those who can, and lower-class children,

on average, have poorer vision than middle-class children. Lower-income children have a higher incidence of

lead poisoning, poorer nutrition, and higher rates of iron-deficiency anemia, which result in impaired cogni-

tive ability. They have greater exposure to environmental toxins, air pollution, and smoke, and therefore greater

incidence of asthma. Lower-class children have less adequate pediatric care, resulting in more frequent absences

from school. . . . The lack of affordable housing for low-income families is another social class characteristic

that has a demonstrable effect on average achievement. Children whose families have difficulty finding adequate

housing move frequently, and student mobility is an important cause of low achievement. Teachers cannot work

as effectively with children who are in their classrooms for a short time as with those who stay longer. (Rothstein

2013, 62)

Thus, the single most important steps Wisconsin policymakers could take to improve the education of Milwaukee stu-

dents would be to make it easier for these children’s parents to obtain sufficiently well-paying jobs or to ensure a suffi-

ciently robust safety net to enable their families to live decently. Unfortunately, as will be discussed later, many of the

same corporate interests advancing education reform also support economic policies that make it more difficult for fam-

ilies to pull themselves out of poverty.

Of the things under the control of school officials, one of the most fundamental factors affecting education quality is

class size. This is a fact that parents know intuitively, and it has been borne out by decades of research. The largest-scale
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study of class-size impacts was Tennessee’s Student/Teacher Achievement Ratio (STAR) program, which concluded that

students in smaller classes performed significantly better in both reading and math.13 Furthermore, although the exper-

iment ended with third grade, the benefits of small classes continued at least through eighth grade (Molnar 1998).14

In the 20 years following STAR, a host of studies examined this question, reaching conclusions similar to those of the

STAR experiment: Holding class size to 18 or fewer students in grades K–3 produces significant benefits in both read-

ing and math, with the greatest impacts on nonwhite and low-income students (Center for Public Education n.d.).15

Smaller classes make such a profound difference because they change the fundamental dynamic between teachers and

students in ways that are particularly important for children from poor and working-class families. As University of

Colorado Research Professor Alex Molnar explains, in small classes:

Children receive more individualized instruction.

Teachers can focus more on direct instruction and less on classroom management.

Students become more actively engaged in learning than peers in large classes.

Teachers identify learning disabilities sooner, but fewer children end up going into special education classes because

teachers can support them within small classes.

Teachers are more able to give children from low-income families and communities a critical, supportive adult influ-

ence.

Teachers are better able to engage family members and to work with parents to further a child’s education.

Teachers of small classes less often burn out. (Molnar 1998)

Based on the recommendations of the Urban Initiative task force appointed by Wisconsin’s then–Superintendent of

Public Instruction, John Benson, and organized by Molnar (then a professor at the University of Wisconsin-Milwau-

kee), the Wisconsin legislature in 1995 established the Student Achievement Guarantee in Education (SAGE) program,

which remains in effect today (Molnar and Zmrazek 1994). SAGE targets schools where at least 30 percent of students

come from economically disadvantaged families. For these schools, SAGE provides approximately $2,000 per student

to enable schools to limit classes to 18 students for kindergarten through third grades.16 An evaluation tracking students

over the first five years of the SAGE program found that students in smaller classes outperformed otherwise comparable

students in reading, language arts, and math, and that improvements were particularly dramatic for African American

students (Smith, Molnar, and Zahorik 2003, 72–74).

In addition to the measurable impact on student performance, teacher surveys showed that smaller class sizes produced

a fundamental shift in how teachers conducted their classes, how well they got to know their students, and how well

they could encourage children’s personal as well as intellectual development. A three-year study of teacher practice con-

cluded that “much less time is spent in dealing with misbehavior in a small class. . . . Teachers [also] develop a greater

knowledge and understanding of each child. . . . Because there is more time to interact with each child, teachers come

to know the total child—his or her interests, habits, perspectives, strengths, weaknesses, and other characteristics. . .”

(Zahorik, Molnar, and Smith 2003).

Thus, for reasons that may or may not show up in test scores, education scholars have long held that the single most

effective means of improving education is to significantly decrease class sizes. At Rocketship, there is one licensed teacher
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for every 33 students (Rocketship Education 2011). Because one-quarter of the students are in the computer lab at

any given time (where there are no licensed teachers), the remaining classrooms average approximately 25 students per

class. Thus, while the company realizes significant financial gains from its use of technology, it does not use these funds

to meet the SAGE-recommended standards, even for kindergarten through third graders. In Rocketship schools where

fourth- and fifth-grade classrooms use the “flex” model, there are approximately 50 students per teacher. Furthermore,

because even the younger children rotate throughout the day between two teachers and the computer lab, and because

there is such high teacher turnover, it is harder to develop the deep personal student–teacher relationships that are tra-

ditionally one of the benefits of small classes.

Experienced teachers

Individual teachers may be good or bad at any stage in their career. However, other things being equal, teachers—like

most professionals—get better with practice. On average, teachers are at their peak performance when they have 20

years’ experience on the job. One study that examined the impact of teacher experience specifically in traditionally low-

performing schools found that for 20 years, every additional year of teachers’ experience translates into statistically sig-

nificant improvements in students’ educational achievement. After 20 years on the job, the impact of additional teacher

experience on students becomes, on average, negative. However, this decline is sufficiently modest and gradual that a

teacher with 30 years on the job still performs better than one with only 10 years’ experience (Huang 2009). Indeed,

one of the longstanding problems of low-performing schools is precisely that they fail to retain experienced teachers.17

As explained earlier, inexperienced teachers and high turnover rates are keys ways Rocketship keeps costs low. While

these policies minimize overhead, they come at the expense of children’s education.

A broad curriculum and diverse opportunities for learning

Test-based curricula tend to differentiate students only along one dimension: who scores higher than whom. But chil-

dren differ not only in how much they learn, but in how they learn. When kindergartners and first-graders are first

grappling with basic math concepts, some do well by practicing addition and subtraction problems, others by making

and crossing off marks on paper, others by engaging in stories about quantities of things gained or lost, others by physi-

cally manipulating sticks or blocks. Part of the task of any teacher is to determine which mode of learning is best suited

to which children.18

The 2012 National Teacher of the Year explains how central diversity of learning strategies is to the work of teaching:

I think what the best teachers are, are seekers. We are given a family’s . . . most precious resource, their child.

And our job is to send them out better than when they walk through the door. And better doesn’t necessarily

mean that they can ace a standardized test. Better means that I have seen deep within each child what his or

her unique potential is. And so great teachers give assignments that are seeking to find that resource within each

child. So, we will give activities that require . . . debating skills one day. And the next day, it will be a research

skill, and the next day it will be artistic or musical because we’re looking for what each child’s native talent and

capacity is, so that we can provide the education that that child needs and help him or her find her best path to

success. (Mieliwocki 2012)

EPI  BRIEFING PAPER #375 | APRIL  24,  2014 PAGE 19



Indeed, part of the inspiration for many digital instruction applications is the hope that children will learn through a

medium modeled on video games what they wouldn’t learn by sitting in a classroom with a teacher. And this may well

be true for some students. The problem with online learning, however, is that it provides only one mode of learning and

requires that all children use it. Six-year-olds who might learn math best by manipulating blocks have no choice but to

sit, along with the rest of their class, and spend their hours in front of a computer screen. In this sense, online instruc-

tion schools provide the opposite of the “individualization” that Rocketship trumpets as a hallmark of its innovation.

Online programs allow for individualization only in the sense that one child can be ahead or behind another on the

same digital trajectory. But in recognizing the different ways that children make sense of, assimilate, explore, develop,

and express knowledge, digital programs allow no room for individuation.

What’s missing from the tests

The promoters of online learning assert that traditional schools lack for “objective” measures of education. Yet as one

English teacher notes, “Every literate person assesses written language every day. We find arguments compelling, lyrics

melancholy, jokes humorous. We can explain what makes a particular sentence resonate. . . . Although it is difficult to

describe all the qualities that make a truly excellent piece of writing effective, it is not difficult to point to the flaws in

a substandard piece of student writing” (Needell 2014). The grades assigned by teachers reflect professional judgment,

not simply subjective preference. Indeed, research shows that the grades students receive in high school are better pre-

dictors of college success than their scores on SAT or ACT exams (Maitre 2014; Hiss and Franks 2014). Furthermore,

teachers’ evaluations reflect a much more comprehensive understanding of students than that captured in standardized

tests. The 2011 National Teacher of the Year, for example, explains that her high school chemistry students “take an AP

test at the end of the course. But . . . that test is just a three-hour snapshot. There are so many other things they are

learning during the year – how to problem solve, how to work in a lab – that aren’t measured on the test. We also help

students develop skills they need for life . . . things like a student’s ability to stick with a problem until it is solved. How

do you test resilience?” (Shearer 2011).

In all these ways, evaluation by experienced and talented teachers provides an assessment that is not only more accurate

but more completely captures the process students are supposed to undergo in the classroom, and what it means to be

educated. The only rationale for seeking to convert human activity to digitally measurable metrics, it seems, is to spend

less on kids and earn more for investors.

Ironically, many senior executives at the nation’s leading high-tech companies choose to send their own children to a

Waldorf school, where the primary technologies are blackboards, chalk, and encyclopedias on bookshelves. One senior

Google executive insists that small classes with in-person instruction are best for his daughter. “The idea that an app on

an iPad can better teach my kids to read or do arithmetic, that’s ridiculous,” he explains (Richtel 2011).

Indeed, while charter boosters often decry public schools as anachronisms of the industrial age, the principal at the

school favored by so many Silicon Valley titans turns this assumption on its head: “Teaching to the test is . . . left over

from the industrial age, an age of mass production,” she explains. “Technology is a tool. . . . Education is done human

to human, not through a machine” (Rynas 2014).
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A broad curriculum: Music, art, and playtime

One of the critical attributes missing from test-focused education like that practiced by Rocketship is time devoted to

artistic and musical pursuits. Parents commonly believe that art and music can be a valuable part of education, whether

or not their impact is measurable in test scores. In fact, statistical research suggests that students enrolled in regular arts

education perform better than their peers on standardized tests (Catterall 2002).19 Furthermore, while all students ben-

efit from such education, the benefit is greatest for low-income students, who are less likely to have access to the arts

outside of school (Deasy 2002).

Beyond test scores, art and music provide avenues for personal development that privileged parents typically seek for

their own children, but that are often denied to students from poor and working-class families. As former Arizona state

superintendent Tom Horne notes, “When you think about the purposes of education, there are three. We’re preparing

kids for jobs. We’re preparing them to be citizens. And we’re teaching them to be human beings who can enjoy the

deeper forms of beauty. The third is as important as the other two” (Smith 2009).

Another critical hole in the Rocketship curriculum is simple playtime. In the Milwaukee Rocketship school, while kids

have recess, there is no in-class playtime—not even in kindergarten. For young children, play is an essential vehicle for

both intellectual and emotional development. As the Alliance for Childhood reports, extensive research finds that “chil-

dren who engage in complex forms of socio-dramatic play have greater language skills than nonplayers, better social

skills, more empathy, more imagination, and more of the subtle capacity to know what others mean. They are less

aggressive and show more self-control and higher levels of thinking” (Miller and Almon 2009, 7; see also Isenberg and

Jalongo 2005, 46–51). Social and artistic playtime, outside of any academically directed activity, can also be critical in

enabling young children to identify and manage their emotions, to understand and make sense of interpersonal dynam-

ics, and—particularly for children who have witnessed violence or other forms of trauma—to process and work through

their experiences (Wethington et al. 2008; Lawrence, De Silva, and Henley 2010; Hamblen and Barnett 2012).

Libraries and librarians

Finally, decades of research have shown that libraries and librarians are central to students’ educational achievement and

intellectual growth. Rocketship schools have no libraries or certified librarians, nor do they accord them much value.

“We don’t have librarians,” one executive recently explained, “but I don’t know that we have lost anything by that”

(Haines, Voskuil, and Dilber 2014). Yet over the past 25 years, more than 30 studies have found that students’ edu-

cation improves when schools have a full-time certified librarian (Kachel 2013).20 Furthermore, the benefit of librari-

ans is greatest for black students, Latino students, those from poor families, and students with disabilities (Kachel and

Lance 2013). A study looking specifically at Wisconsin found that performance on the Wisconsin Knowledge and Con-

cepts Exam was significantly higher at schools with certified librarians than at those without, and significantly higher at

schools with a full-time certified librarian than at those with only part-time staff (Smith 2006).

Beyond their impact on test scores, libraries and librarians also provide students a broader type of education. Librarians

help students find books they have never heard of but might like, and thus help make reading a pleasure rather than a

chore. Librarians also direct students to sources that provide alternative views on what they have learned in class, thus

providing the building blocks for critical analysis. In Wisconsin,
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teachers and students report that school libraries . . . help students acquire unique skills that they do not learn

in the classroom. [They] help students become information searchers, information reviewers and synthesizers.

. . . [The] library . . . gives students the opportunity to evaluate the information . . . and assess the validity of

what they have learned in class . . . by exposing the student to different sources of information beyond reliance

on a single source: the textbook or the teacher. (Smith 2006)

By eliminating librarians from their model, “blended learning,” test-focused charter schools like Rocketship deny stu-

dents an essential opportunity to expand their imaginations, to discover reading-as-pleasure, and to develop a capacity

to critically examine and assess information presented to them.

The best schools in the world—and in Wisconsin

The examples set by the best schools globally and in Wisconsin itself suggest that the narrowly focused, test-oriented

charter school approach exemplified by Rocketship is precisely the wrong template. Additionally, the educational models

of schools that privileged Americans choose for their children reinforce that broad curricula and small class sizes are key

to helping children fulfill their potential.

The Finland model

Finland has long been widely regarded as having the best education system in the world, having regularly ranked at

or near the top of international comparisons over the past decade (Taylor 2012). Since international comparison tests

began in 2000, Finland has consistently been one of the top performers. In both 2006 and 2009, Finland ranked first

in the world in international science tests.21 Remarkably, other than a final exam at the end of high school, no stan-

dardized tests are administered in Finland, at any age or in any subject. Nor are there any state-mandated standards for

specific outcomes students must achieve or specific curricula teachers must follow (Sahlberg 2010, 67, 88).

Indeed, Finland’s education system is almost diametrically opposite of that being promoted by corporate lobbies in the

United States, yet it has produced better-educated students. What is the key to Finland’s remarkable achievement?

Finland provides all students with a broad curriculum that includes “arts, sports, music, and whole-person development”

(Sahlberg 2010, 56). Needless to say, in none of these subjects have digital applications been substituted for personal

instruction. In addition, the school system is built on high standards of teacher professionalism that guarantee teachers

“the full range of professional autonomy to practice what they have been educated to do: to plan, teach, diagnose, exe-

cute, and evaluate” (Sahlberg 2010, 76).

In contrast, in 2013 Wisconsin legislators lowered teacher certification standards specifically for charter schools (State

of Wisconsin 2013a). Modeled on ALEC legislation, this bill grants licenses to people who may have studied literature

or biology, but have not spent a day mastering the pedagogy of how to teach these subjects.22 At Rocketship, executives

dismiss the value of teacher education, preferring to rely on financial incentives and on-the-job training to push teachers

to achieve the company’s goal of raising students’ math and reading scores by 1.5 grade levels for every year they attend

school. “It’s not important to have a credential in a particular subject in order to be a) an expert in a field and b) a great

teacher,” explains the company’s senior vice president. “The ultimate proof is if you can get one and one-half years of

growth – if you can get that consistently, then you’re a kick ass teacher, and I don’t care where you went to college or if

you went to college” (Haines, Voskuil, and Dilber 2014).
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In contrast, all Finnish teachers must be certified with a university degree in education; for middle and high school,

teachers generally cannot be employed without a master’s degree (Sahlberg 2010, 78). As one of the country’s top edu-

cation officials explains, these students are not simply studying math or science itself, but are getting degrees in the

pedagogy of how to teach math or science.23 Because the profession is treated with such respect, all of Finland’s school-

teachers come from the top third of their college graduating classes; the comparable figure in the United States is only

23 percent (Heitin 2010).

Along several dimensions, then, Finnish schools are almost the opposite of the test-centered, increasingly digital model

being promoted by corporate lobbyists.

Wisconsin’s best elementary schools

Very few American schools have eliminated standardized tests. But in other ways, many of the country’s, and Wiscon-

sin’s, best schools share certain features with Finland’s: a broad curriculum, appropriate support services, and classes

taught in person by a staff of certified, veteran teachers who are empowered to develop creative curriculum. Table 3

shows Wisconsin’s top 10 elementary schools (School Digger 2014). Although these rankings are based on math and

reading test scores, these schools embody a much broader definition of what it means to be educated. Indeed, these

schools are strikingly different from the Rocketship online-instruction model being promoted for Milwaukee children.

Because none of their classes are online, and because they do not rely on TFA recruits, there are more than twice as many

licensed teachers per student at these schools as at Rocketship. Rocketship provides art activities only as “embedded” in

language arts lessons, but has no dedicated art classes nor any certified art teachers; the school also provides no music

education of any kind (Rocketship Milwaukee Public School 2014b). By contrast, all of the state’s top 10 elementary

schools offer both music and art education, all provide libraries, all but one provide guidance counselors, and a majority

offer foreign language instruction. Finally, the teaching staff is educated and experienced; it is not unusual for teachers

in these schools to have graduate degrees in education.

Where privileged parents send their children to school

While there are decades of scholarly research pointing to the importance of small classes and broad curricula, there is

a much simpler way to judge the value of these things: by observing which schools the country’s elite select for their

own children. While these schools include technology, it is not used to substitute for teachers. On the contrary, Forbes

magazine’s review of the country’s most elite school stresses that it is “tiny classes” and “individualized attention” that

“help students earn their way into the best colleges” (Laneri 2010).

Even those insisting on a stripped-down version of education as public policy choose something different for their own

children. Thus, Chicago Mayor Rahm Emanuel—who famously fought with teachers over class size and test-based eval-

uations—sends his children to the University of Chicago Lab School (Spielman 2011). The school has seven full-time

art teachers and three libraries, and the school’s director, David Magill, writes that “world languages, libraries and the

arts are not frills. They are an essential piece of a well-rounded education.” Further, Magill explains that his school does

not evaluate teachers based on standardized tests: “[M]easuring outcomes through standardized testing and referring to

those results as the evidence of learning and the bottom line is, in my opinion, misguided” (Elk 2012).24
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T A B L E  3

Characteristics of Wisconsin’s best elementary schools, as compared with Rocketship Education schools

School District

Students per
licensed

instructor
Average teacher

experience, years
Art

classes
Music

classes
Foreign

languages Library
Guidance
counselor

Online
classes

Odyssey Appleton 14.2 10 Yes Yes Yes Yes No No

Wauwatosa
STEM

Wauwatosa 13.3 N/A Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No

Lincoln
Elementary

Wauwatosa 13.3 15 Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No

Lannon
Elementary

Hamilton 12.1 10 Yes Yes No Yes Yes No

Magee
Elementary

Kettle
Moraine

15.1 15–20 Yes Yes No Yes Yes No

Lake
Country
School

Lake
Country

12.8 N/A Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No

Shorewood
Hills

Madison 14.1 10+ Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No

Ace Charter
School

Neenah
Joint SD

15.2 10 Yes Yes No Yes Yes No

Marcy
Elementary

Hamilton 14.5 N/A Yes Yes No Yes Yes No

Washington
Elementary

Wauwatosa 13.3 N/A Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No

Rocketship
Education

33.3 Less than 5 No No No No No Yes

Note: Students per licensed instructor are 2010–2011 district figures, with Rocketship serving as its own district. Schools that report

having a psychologist and social worker on staff are considered to have a guidance counselor.

Source: State of Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction (2013); Phillips (2014); Rocketship Milwaukee Public School (2014a)

Indeed, although the Metropolitan Milwaukee Association of Commerce (MMAC) has been a vociferous booster of the

Rocketship model of education, the hometown schools of MMAC’s leaders seem to be closer to Finland’s model than

to Rocketship’s. MMAC Chairman Ted Kellner lives in Thiensville, where the local elementary school is Oriole Lane;

MMAC President Tim Sheehy lives in Fox Point, where the local school is Stormonth Elementary. Both schools are

ranked among the state’s highest performers. Both have approximately 15 students for every licensed teacher, or half the

Rocketship ratio. Both offer a broad curriculum including music and art. Both have libraries and both have computer

labs, but neither uses them to replace teachers with online instruction. At Stormonth Elementary in Mr. Sheehy’s home-

town—but not at Rocketship—students even have the option of studying Spanish. Finally, both schools boast veteran

teaching staffs, and identify these as part of the backbone of their success. An Oriole Lane administrator, for instance,

boasts of having a “very stable teaching staff,” with 90 percent of teachers possessing master’s degrees. (Smith 2014;

Oriole Lane Elementary n.d.; Stormonth Elementary n.d.)

In October 2013, MMAC testified before the Wisconsin Senate in favor of a bill that would make it easier for compa-

nies like Rocketship to add more schools in the city. MMAC Government Affairs Director Steve Baas insisted that the

Senate must “[give] an opportunity to the best of the best, the top guns, to . . . [create] opportunities for top-quality
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education” (Baas 2013a). Yet while Rocketship’s model may sometimes be touted as the gold standard in public debates,

it appears that MMAC leaders implicitly recognize the value of a broader education.

Privatizing education: Assessing Wisconsin’s proposed “school
accountability” legislation

Now that this report has evaluated the “blended learning” model of education exemplified by Rocketship and cham-

pioned by MMAC and corporate-funded think tanks, it turns to an analysis of how the “school accountability” leg-

islation debated during the most recent legislative session—which is largely modeled on proposals from these same

parties—would likely affect Milwaukee schools.

In Wisconsin as in the nation generally, the loudest voices demanding radical education reform did not come from

either students or their parents, but from corporate lobbies. At least as far back as 2011, MMAC has called for creating

a new kind of school district within the city—outside the control of the elected board or superintendent—that would

recruit privately run charter schools to take over education of low-performing students (Richards 2011).

In August 2013, MMAC hosted a private conference with select state and local policymakers to promote such a proposal

(Richards 2013b).25 The MMAC proposal was largely based on a report issued several months earlier by the Wiscon-

sin Policy Research Institute (WPRI), a member of the corporate-funded State Policy Network affiliated with ALEC,

whose board of directors includes MMAC President Tim Sheehy (State Policy Network n.d.; Center for Media and

Democracy 2013). The institute issued a full-blown blueprint for overhauling the city’s school system, entitled Pathway

to Success for Milwaukee Schools (Kozak 2013).

WPRI’s track record on education policy prescriptions does not necessarily inspire confidence. The organization once

vigorously promoted school vouchers, issuing a publication in 1989 that touted vouchers as “the key to better schools,”

which would lead to “higher student achievement” (Chubb and Moe 1989). Twenty-five years later, the organization

admits that its prescription was misguided; while vouchers transformed the school system, they failed to improve edu-

cation quality. A team of WPRI authors concedes that “Milwaukee is [now] filled with schools of all stripes. . . . Yet all

of this activity has yet to deliver on its promise. . . . [T]he statistics tell a grim story” (Hess and Sattin-Bajaj 2013, 2–3).

Today, WPRI calls for the elected school board and superintendent to relinquish control over education policy, and

instead “humbly acknowledge that a marketplace of school operators will, over the long run, out-perform even the best

direct-run system” (Kingsland 2013, 44–45). WPRI’s prescription here echoes the vision espoused by Rocketship backer

Reed Hastings, who suggested that the role of school districts should be limited to “bringing to town more and more

charter school networks, sort of like a Chamber of Commerce would to develop business” (Crotty 2012).

The institute specifically calls for an increased focus on online instruction—whether in “blended learning” schools like

Rocketship (which it dubs a “cutting edge hybrid school”), entirely virtual schools, or through vendors paid a prorated

share of student funding for individual online courses (Kozak 2013, 17; Horn and Evans 2013, 21, 25).

Perhaps unsurprisingly, WPRI’s own survey found that the public does not support its proposals:
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The public . . . thinks the school district, not school principals, should make teacher hiring decisions. Less than

half of the public supports the idea of students taking on-line classes. Moreover, the public is supportive of two

institutions that education reformers have long had in their sights: the public school board and the teachers’

union. Finally, the only thing the Milwaukee public can coalesce around is spending more money. In Milwau-

kee, the concept that more spending will fix what ails schools runs deep. (Kozak 2013, iv)

Perhaps after 25 years of experience with vouchers and charter schools, one might conclude that Milwaukee residents

actually know what they are talking about. Instead, what WPRI concludes is that “the public does not understand” what

is needed, and pushes on with the corporate agenda for school reform (Kozak 2013, iv).

Over the course of the 2013–2014 legislative session, lawmakers introduced a number of bills that took steps in the

direction of the goals laid out by WPRI and supported by MMAC and other corporate lobbies.26 Although none of

these bills became law, they likely point to the agenda for next year’s legislative debates.

The most comprehensive plan for how Wisconsin might move toward the vision outlined by WPRI is embodied in a

draft of Senate Bill 286 circulated by Education Committee Chair Luther Olsen in January 2014 (State of Wisconsin

2014a). Ultimately, this bill stalled—and was never formally introduced—due to internal dissension among GOP legis-

lators and opposition from private school advocates, who objected to the proposed reporting requirements for voucher

schools (Stein 2013). However, Senate Majority Leader Scott Fitzgerald has specifically suggested that the core elements

of this draft may be revisited in the next legislative session (Wheeler News Service 2014). For these reasons, it is worth

examining exactly how this proposal would affect Milwaukee’s schools. The bill essentially called for five reforms:

1) All schools in the state—public, charter, or voucher—would be graded on a scale of A–F based on four criteria: stu-

dent test scores in math and reading, annual improvement in those test scores, attendance and graduation rates, and the

extent to which the gap in test scores is narrowed between traditionally advantaged and disadvantaged students. Each

of these four measures would account for 25 percent of a school’s grade.

2) Each year, the lowest-performing 5 percent of schools in the state must be given a grade of F regardless of their objec-

tive performance.

3) Public schools graded F for three years in a row would be forced to close, and replaced with “high quality” charters,

defined as schools whose student test scores for the past two years have been above the average of their surrounding

district. Such charter schools must be privately run and cannot be set up by school districts or employ teachers who are

district employees.

4) Grading would begin in 2015–2016, with the first sanctions possible in the 2018–2019 school year, except in Mil-

waukee. Milwaukee schools that ranked in the bottom 5 percent of the state’s schools in 2013–2014 and 2014–2015

would be considered to start with two F’s on their record, with just one more leading to their closure.

5) Charter schools would have an eight-year grace period, and could not be closed until their ninth year of operation,

no matter how many F’s they accrue.27

Chairman Olsen insisted that one of the key innovations in his bill was to address a major flaw in current school ranking

systems: their failure to account for the relative wealth or poverty of different school populations. “You can’t get good

EPI  BRIEFING PAPER #375 | APRIL  24,  2014 PAGE 26



grades because you’re lucky to have a whole bunch of high-income students,” Olsen declared. “That’s not fair” (DeFour

and Beck 2014). In response, Senate Bill 286 required that test scores and other measures of school performance be

adjusted to account for a school’s racial and ethnic makeup, along with the percentage of students who are low-income,

disabled, or English-language learners. Nevertheless, the bill is stacked in such a manner that guarantees the widespread

closure of Milwaukee public schools and the expansion of privately run charters.

First, while the new grading system is intended to avoid declaring schools “failing” simply because they serve poor chil-

dren, many Milwaukee schools would start off with two F’s based on the old ranking system, which Olsen himself

deemed unfair.28 Thus, Milwaukee schools are not only put on a faster timetable to closure than any other district in

the state, they are also judged by a different standard.

Second, the requirement to flunk 5 percent of schools every year would almost double the number of F’s handed out. In

2012–2013, only 58 Wisconsin schools were graded as failing. A mandatory 5 percent failure rate would increase this

number to approximately 100 schools per year (Evers 2014). It is likely that many of these schools awarded F’s despite

not actually failing would be located in Milwaukee.

Third, the definition of “high quality” charters is written so as to promote the expansion of even low-performance char-

ter schools, while blocking the replication of higher-performing public schools. Unlike the school performance mea-

sures, this definition is not based on any accounting of race, disability, or poverty; thus, a charter school that selects a

privileged population of students may be declared “high quality” simply on that basis. Moreover, the fact that a school

scored above the Milwaukee district average in no way proves that it is uniquely equipped to address the needs of

low-income students. In 2012–2013, a majority of the independent charter schools in Milwaukee failed to meet state

expectations—the equivalent of receiving a D or F (Richards 2013c). Because the Milwaukee school district as a whole

posted even lower scores (partly because the share of special education students in district schools is more than double

that of private charters), many of these schools nevertheless outperformed the district average. This hardly makes them

models for quality education, but under Sen. Olsen’s bill they would be declared “high quality” schools and encouraged

to expand operations.

This points to a particularly counterintuitive aspect of the bill. There are currently 30 traditional public schools within

Milwaukee that meet Sen. Olsen’s definition of “high quality” (State of Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction

2014b). Why isn’t the remedy for low-performing public schools to require that they learn from, be guided by, or even

be taken over by “high quality” public schools within the district? Indeed, eight of the district’s public schools produced

academic growth that exceeded the average of all the privately run charter schools for each of the past two years (State of

Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction 2014b).29 These schools, in particular, would seem models that the leg-

islature might seek to emulate. For instance, the Academia de Lenguaje y Bellas Artes (ALBA) school is an enormously

successful “instrumentality” charter school—a school chartered by the district, whose teachers are district employees.

In 2013, People magazine named three of the teachers who co-founded the school as recipients of its “Teacher of the

Year” award (Rubenstein 2013). In 2012–2013, ALBA’s state score for student academic growth was higher than that of

every one of the non-district charter schools. Yet under Sen. Olsen’s bill, this school would be prohibited from opening

another campus, while a privately run school that scored far worse would be promoted as a superior solution for the

city’s students.
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Fourth, the bill would provide privately run charter schools a unique eight-year grace period; even if they get F’s every

year in a row, they cannot possibly be sanctioned until their ninth year of operation. By this time, their public school

counterpart in Milwaukee would have been closed for seven years.

Fifth, the bill fails to account for important differences in school population. For instance, there are an estimated 4,000

to 6,000 homeless children in Milwaukee, and when they are able to attend school they are virtually all enrolled in

public schools. These students face a range of challenges that makes them likely to post lower scores and show less

improvement over the course of an academic year. These challenges also make it harder and more expensive to do right

by these children. Similarly, one of the impacts of poverty is that there is a very substantial number of Milwaukee stu-

dents who move frequently and therefore switch schools from year to year, or even in the middle of the year. Among

public schools in Milwaukee, nearly 30 percent of students change schools from one year to the next, and 15 percent

of students change schools within any given school year (Milwaukee Public Schools 2011, 9). This degree of turnover

in the student body creates problems for the students who switch schools and forces teachers to divert attention to inte-

grating new students during the course of the school year. In middle and high schools, the Milwaukee school district

also accommodates a significant number of students who are returning to school from some part of the criminal justice

system. These students may enter a school at any point in the year, in need of extra support and attention. The public

school system is required to educate every child, whereas private voucher or charter schools have substantial latitude in

both admission and expulsion practices. Thus, all these students are most likely to be found in public schools. To not

take these differences into account when grading school performance is to skew measurements against schools that carry

the most difficult responsibilities.

Finally, even where Senate Bill 286 states its intention to create a fair comparison between schools by accounting for dif-

ferences in poverty and special education needs, it uses measures that fail to capture the real differences between schools.

This is most pronounced in the bill’s method for taking into account inequalities of wealth and poverty—which Sen.

Olsen agrees is critical—which relies simply on the percentage of students in each school who qualify for free or reduced-

price lunch. Scholars have long noted the inadequacy of this standard as a measure of poverty, and have called for more

detailed measures to capture the real differences between school districts (Baker 2011; Lubienski and Crane 2010). Stu-

dents qualify for free lunches if their family income is below 130 percent of the federal poverty line; they qualify for

reduced-price lunches if their families earn less than 185 percent of the federal poverty line. For the 2013–2014 school

year, this meant that, in a family of four, children could receive free meals if their family earned less than $30,615 per

year; they could receive reduced-price meals if they earned up to $43,568 (Federal Register 2013). Obviously, a family

of four getting by on $43,568 faces daunting hardship, but there is a significant difference in the severity of hardship

faced by these two sets of families. By lumping these two together as one category, lawmakers obscured great disparities

in economic hardship.

For instance, according to Wisconsin’s Department of Public Instruction, in 2012–2013, 83.5 percent of students in

Milwaukee public schools qualified for free or reduced-price lunches, as shown in Figure E. By comparison, in the small

town of Seneca, in rural Crawford County, 72.1 percent of schoolchildren qualified for free or reduced-price lunches. If

we consider only this one measure, the two school systems appear to face broadly similar socioeconomic challenges. But

if we look more deeply, there are striking discrepancies between the two. Most obviously, Seneca’s poverty is not on par

with Milwaukee’s. In Seneca, 49.8 percent of students are eligible for free lunches, and another 22.3 percent come from

modestly better-off families eligible only for reduced-price lunches. In Milwaukee, only 5.4 percent of students come
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FIGURE E VIEW INTERACTIVE on epi.org

Share of student population eligible for free or reduced-price lunch, Seneca and
Milwaukee, 2012–2013

Source: State of Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction (2012)
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from families whose incomes qualify them for reduced-price lunches; 78.1 percent come from families that earn so little

as to qualify for free lunches.

Further, even separating out “free” from “reduced price” meal eligibility does not fully capture the economic differences

that characterize distinct school districts. In Seneca, for instance, while almost half the students qualified for free

lunches, only 24.2 percent lived in families that were below the poverty line in 2012–2013, as shown in Figure F. By

contrast, 39 percent of Milwaukee’s students lived in families this poor.30

Finally, measuring poverty is only one end of the economic equation that accounts for differences in educational

achievement. In wealthier communities, parents provide their children with a wide range of supports aimed at boosting

educational achievement, including books, home computers, tutoring, after-school activities, travel, superior nutrition,

medical care, libraries, and even assistance with homework from parents who themselves achieved higher education

(Lubienski and Crane 2010). Just as the category of “free or reduced-price eligible” does not capture the great variation

of hardship that different school districts face, the category of “not eligible for free or reduced-price lunch” does not

capture the differences between modest working- or middle-class communities and those more privileged.

The goal of any school “accountability” measure is to gauge the impact of a school’s educational program while holding

everything else equal. To truly separate the impacts of economic inequality from those of teacher or school success,

wealth and poverty must be measured more rigorously.

Seneca 72%

Milwaukee 84%
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FIGURE F VIEW INTERACTIVE on epi.org

Family income of student population eligible for free or reduced-price lunch, Seneca
and Milwaukee, 2012–2013

Source: State of Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction (2012); U.S. Census Bureau (2012)
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Similarly, in comparing schools’ special education needs, Sen. Olsen’s bill simply records the total share of students in

each school who qualify for any form of special education. This is, indeed, an important measure. Within Milwaukee

public schools, 21 percent of students are in need of some type of special education; by comparison, only 9.6 percent of

students in Milwaukee charter schools have special needs, and in the Rocketship network of schools the figure drops to

5.5 percent (State of Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction 2014a; Rocketship Education 2014a). But in addi-

tion to these differences in overall populations of special education students, the public school system has greater con-

centrations of students with the most serious, most expensive, and hardest-to-serve disabilities. For instance, the share of

all special education students who struggle with autism is one-and-one-half times higher in public schools than in Mil-

waukee charters, as is the share with emotional and behavioral disabilities; the share of special education students who

are cognitively disabled is five times as great in public schools as in privately run charters (State of Wisconsin Depart-

ment of Public Instruction 2014a). Again, if legislators are to make an accurate comparison among schools, they must

take into account these discrepancies as well as differences in the total number of special needs students.

Senate Bill 286’s financial impact on Milwaukee public schools

Legislation modeled along the lines of Senate Bill 286 not only affects which schools are closed and which are expanded,

it is also likely to siphon funding out of the Milwaukee Public Schools district (MPS), while leaving MPS with an

increasing concentration of students with the greatest and most expensive needs. Over time, this is a formula to bank-

rupt the school district.
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Seneca 24% 26% 22%

Milwaukee 39% 39% 5%
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MPS is already struggling financially as a result of legislative action. Wisconsin’s 2011–2012 budget resulted in cuts of

$702 per student in high-poverty districts, compared with cuts of $318 in wealthier districts (Wittkopf 2013, 15). The

state’s aid designed to equalize funding for high-poverty districts has shrunk (Miller 2014). And state reimbursement

for the school district’s special education costs, which had once been set at 70 percent, has steadily eroded to 26 percent

(Milwaukee Public Schools 2013a).

In addition, the growth of non-district (2R) charter schools (i.e., charter schools that are chartered by an authorizer

other than the school district itself ) is already diverting funds from MPS in several ways. Title I funds—intended to

provide additional support for low-income students—are disproportionately allocated to 2R schools, leaving that much

less for MPS (Gordon 2014). As the number of 2R charter schools increases, the financial toll this takes on MPS will

grow.31

Similarly, MPS is responsible for running programming in the city’s parks—for both youth and adults—although it

receives no special funding to carry out this mission. These activities are not restricted to MPS students; they are open

to the public, including charter students and their families. 2R charter schools receive per-pupil funding from the state

with no need to share in the costs of such programming. Again, if more students are forced into charter schools, MPS

per-pupil funding will continue to shrink while its responsibilities remain undiminished—thus forcing it to divert fund-

ing from schools to meet its obligation to the parks (Miller 2014).

So too, MPS has significant financial obligations for the pensions and health care of retired teachers, and for debt owed

on its buildings. For any school system to be financially viable, it must be able to cover the costs of its long-term oblig-

ations as well as its immediate cash flow. These costs come out of per-pupil aid. Yet when students are moved to charter

schools—currently by choice, in the future perhaps by force—their full per-pupil funding goes to the charter company,

which is not obliged to share in servicing the district’s long-term obligations. If anything like Senate Bill 286 is enacted

into law, the accelerated growth in privately run charter schools will force MPS either to renege on honoring the oblig-

ations it has made to long-time teachers, or to cut more funding out of school operations, or both.

Finally, although Sen. Olsen’s proposal would force the closure of public schools and their replacement by privately run

charters, it would not force those charter schools to accept all of the students who had attended now-shuttered schools.

Charter schools have a long history of both explicit and implicit admission screening—such as Rocketship’s requirement

that all parents sign a contract promising to perform 30 hours per year of volunteer work for the school. In addition,

they have often been found to expel or “counsel out” students with special needs or who are otherwise difficult or expen-

sive to educate. A recent study in Chicago, for example, found that charter schools expelled students at a rate 12 times

higher than that of public schools (Ahmed-Ullah and Richards 2014). Thus, as charters expand, we should expect them

to do what they can to recruit the easiest- and cheapest-to-educate student body. Everyone else—the poorest students,

the most transient, the most traumatized, the most severely disabled, and the most in need of health and social ser-

vices—will be consigned to what’s left of MPS. Thus, the district will become a place where increasingly concentrated

need is balanced by ever-shrinking resources. This will spell disaster for the students stuck in this system, and at some

point it will bankrupt the school district. This is clearly not a good outcome for Milwaukee’s children.
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Education reform and corporate lobbies

It is puzzling why lawmakers would pursue an education reform agenda that ignores decades of research showing what

works in education and instead lays the groundwork for the replacement of traditional public schools with ineffec-

tive charter schools, such as those operated by Rocketship. As alluded to previously, to truly understand the education

reform push in Milwaukee, it is instructive to analyze the role of corporate lobbies. In so doing, several themes emerge:

the dominant role of corporate lobbies in the promotion of online learning and privately run charter schools; the cor-

porate lobbies’ support for dramatic cuts in funding for public services, including education; and these same lobbies’

advocacy for an economic agenda that makes it harder for many families to work their way out of poverty and thus

enable their children to do better in school. The corporate lobbies’ proposals to replace public schools with privately

run charters are presented as a needed response to “failure.” Yet, by supporting reduced school funding and opposing

economic standards that make it easier for families to work their way out of poverty, these same organizations are help-

ing create the conditions most likely to ensure failure.

Corporate lobbies’ role in transforming schools

In states across the country, the effort to transform public education has received the vigorous support of the nation’s

most powerful corporate lobbies—both traditional lobbies such as the Chamber of Commerce and the American Leg-

islative Exchange Council, along with newer and more ideologically extreme organizations such as the Koch–backed

Americans for Prosperity and Freedomworks (Fischer 2013; Frasier 2013; Given 2013; U.S. Chamber of Commerce

2013; U.S. Chamber of Commerce n.d.; Simon 2014). Thus, in examining this legislative agenda, it is important to

also consider what interests may be driving these actors, and how education reform may fit into their broader policy

agenda.

Perhaps the most important organization facilitating the work of this coalition is the American Legislative Exchange

Council (ALEC). ALEC is a national network that brings state legislators together with the country’s largest corpora-

tions—including Wal-Mart Stores Inc., The Coca-Cola Company, FedEx, Amway, Exxon Mobil Corp., Koch Industries

Inc., and leading tobacco and pharmaceutical firms—to promote business-friendly legislation (Lafer 2013). ALEC’s

education agenda includes proposals to permanently reduce state budgets; lower the standard of education required for

teachers; restrict teachers’ rights to collective bargaining; tie teacher pay to student test scores; replace public schools

with privately run charters; replace human teachers with online or digital instruction; and insist that online courses,

no matter what their actual cost of production, receive the same amount of state funding per student as regular classes

(Fischer 2013). One of the past chairs of ALEC’s Education Task Force is K12, Inc., the nation’s largest for-profit online

school, whose chief investors include convicted Wall Street felon Michael Milken. As of 2012, nearly 50 members of the

Wisconsin legislature were affiliated with ALEC, and ALEC member corporations had donated hundreds of thousands

of dollars to Wisconsin legislative candidates (Center for Media and Democracy 2012).

As already discussed, in Milwaukee and elsewhere, corporate advocates have recently sought to promote the replacement

of public schools by privately run charters not on a school-by-school basis, but through the transformation of whole

school districts. As illustrated by the situation in Milwaukee, these advocates typically invoke standardized tests to

declare a large swath of schools to be irredeemable failures, then close them and send their students (and their tax dol-

lars) to privately run startups.
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Creating failure: Slashing public education funding

After the national economy crashed in 2008–2009, states across the country faced record deficits. In response, many

states, with the backing of corporate lobbies, enacted harsh cuts in public services, including education. While policy-

makers typically justified these cuts as a necessary response to budget shortfalls, in reality the distribution of the steepest

cuts in public services and layoffs of public employees did not correspond to states with the most severe fiscal problems

(Lafer 2013). This suggests that these cutbacks were more a product of political desire than of economic necessity. For

instance, Wisconsin ranked seventh in the country in 2011 in the percentage of public jobs eliminated, yet it was actu-

ally one of the few states not facing a budget crisis; on the eve of Gov. Scott Walker’s inauguration, the nonpartisan

legislative research office announced that the state would start 2011 with a surplus of $121 million.32 The budget went

into the red only after the governor, as one of his first acts in office and with the active support of Wisconsin’s corporate

lobbies, enacted large new tax cuts for the business community (Bauer 2011; Beutler 2011).

The situation in Wisconsin is not unique. Many legislatures enacted new tax giveaways to corporations and the wealthy

while simultaneously slashing education funding. For instance, in the same year that Ohio legislators eliminated full-day

kindergarten, they also voted to phase out their state’s inheritance tax—which had only ever affected the wealthiest 7

percent of estates—forgoing almost $300 million a year that could have mitigated the education cuts. This bill received

the avid support of the Chamber of Commerce, National Federation of Independent Business, and Americans for Pros-

perity, which applauded legislators’ “political courage” in abolishing estate taxes.

Consequently, in Wisconsin and elsewhere, state funding for education has declined dramatically in recent years. In

2011–2112, 84 percent of all school districts in the United States made cuts to essential services (Center on Education

Policy 2011). As shown in Figure G, Wisconsin is second only to Alabama in the severity of its per-pupil cuts to K–12

funding since the Great Recession began. Measuring from prerecession spending levels in 2007–2008 through to the

2013–2014 school year, the legislature cut real (inflation-adjusted) spending by $1,038 per child (Leachman and Mai

2013).

By cutting the resources available to schools, legislators have made it that much harder for students to succeed. This is

particularly the case for poor urban schools, whose students have much greater need for small classes, personal attention,

enrichment education, and social services than students from wealthier backgrounds—and whose need for all of this is

intensified during times of economic hardship.

Creating failure: Making it harder for families to escape poverty

As discussed previously, students’ economic circumstances are a key factor shaping educational success. However, the

same corporate lobbies that have been at the forefront of the push for education “reform” have also often opposed mea-

sures that would make it easier for the parents of schoolchildren to work their way out of poverty.

For instance, both ALEC and the Chamber of Commerce advocate abolishing the minimum wage. Similarly, legislators

have introduced corporate-supported bills in multiple states to loosen restrictions on child labor, strip workers of over-

time rights, repeal or restrict rights to paid sick leave, lower wage standards on construction projects, weaken health and

safety protections on the job, limit access to benefits for the unemployed, and make it harder to sue one’s employer for

race or sex discrimination (Lafer 2013).
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FIGURE G VIEW INTERACTIVE on epi.org

Changes in per-pupil state education spending, fiscal 2008–fiscal 2014

Source: Leachman and Mai (2013)

$-1,242
$-1,038

$-950
$-930

$-874
$-873

$-810
$-707
$-695

$-648
$-629

$-572
$-495
$-479
$-477

$-421
$-405
$-397

$-321
$-311

$-263
$-247

$-216
$-212
$-202
$-192
$-177
$-157

$-117
$-107

$-62
$-38
$-35
$-21

$28
$30
$38
$51
$55

$81
$121

$258
$265

$351
$385

$518
$552

$1,116

Alabama
Wisconsin

Kansas
Idaho

New Mexico
California

Oklahoma
Geogria
Virginia

Mississippi
Arizona

Michigan
North Carolina
South Carolina

Kentucky
Texas

New York
Maine

Vermont
Colorado

Utah
South Dakota

Arkansas
Louisiana

Illinois
Pennsylvania

Oregon
Florida

New Jersey
Missouri

West Virginia
Montana

Washington
Ohio

Nebraska
Minnesota

Nevada
Tennessee
Delaware

New Hampshire
Rhode Island

Massachusetts
Connecticut

Maryland
Alaska

Wyoming
Iowa

North Dakota

In Wisconsin, legislators followed the urging of corporate lobbyists by abolishing all restrictions on the number of hours

high school students are permitted to work during the school year (Lafer 2013).33 Legislators also voted for significant

cuts to the Earned Income Tax Credit, a supplement that helps working families earn their way out of poverty (Peacock

2014). For those unlucky enough to be out of work, legislators instituted a new one-week waiting period before unem-
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ployed workers can start collecting benefits; across the state, this change was expected to take over $40 million away

from those recently laid off (Lafer 2013).

In addition to cutting wage standards, Wisconsin also joined other states in rolling back employee benefits. With the

backing of Wisconsin Manufacturers and Commerce, the legislature retroactively abolished the right to sick leave that

had been established in Milwaukee, approved by 68 percent of voters in a 2008 referendum. Likewise, a pair of ALEC-

affiliated legislators cosponsored a bill that would have reduced the benefits provided under the state’s Family and Med-

ical Leave Act (Lafer 2013).

At the local level, the Metropolitan Milwaukee Association of Commerce largely advocates the same agenda as the state

and national corporate lobbies. MMAC played a central role in overturning the city ordinance establishing a right to

paid sick leave.34 This past year, when Milwaukee County Commissioners voted to establish a living wage of $11.32

per hour for county employees—the equivalent of $23,000 per year for full-time workers—MMAC successfully lobbied

state legislators to nullify the county’s decision (Baas 2013b; Schultze 2014). In the 2013–2014 session, MMAC even

advocated for a bill “permitting an employee to voluntarily choose to work without one day of rest in seven” (Wisconsin

Government Accountability Board 2014c).

The corporate lobbies’ proposals to replace public schools with privately run charters are presented as a needed response

to “failure.” Yet, by supporting reduced school funding and opposing economic standards that make it easier for families

to work their way out of poverty, these same organizations are helping create the conditions most likely to ensure failure.

Indeed, the business lobbies appear to be in the odd position of first helping to create educational failure by denying

schools and families the resources they need to succeed, and then proposing to sweep in with a solution that provides

Milwaukee a stripped-down form of education that more privileged parents do not accept for their own children.

School failure is not a fact of nature, and much is known about what might prevent it. For example, small class size

has particularly beneficial impacts for disadvantaged students (Center for Public Education n.d.; Smith, Molnar, and

Zahorik 2003). Yet the funding formula for Wisconsin’s Student Achievement Guarantee in Education (SAGE) pro-

gram—which as previously mentioned helps schools with high-poverty populations afford smaller classes for kinder-

garten through third graders—has not been indexed to inflation for the 20 years since its inception (State of Wisconsin

Department of Public Instruction 2014c). To call for crisis intervention while opposing the most obvious solutions

suggests that these organizations’ preferred policies may be driven by something other than altruistic concern for Mil-

waukee’s children.

Conclusion: True accountability for quality education

There is no question that many of Milwaukee’s students—like children in other poor cities—deserve a better education.

There are a number of positive models of turnaround strategies within the public school system—including a group of

schools that have received funding from General Electric to run enrichment programs, and the district’s network of sci-

ence, technology, engineering, and math (STEM) programs (Miller 2014). In 2013, Wisconsin’s Department of Public

Instruction honored 17 MPS schools as “Schools of Recognition” as high-poverty schools that nevertheless produced

high achievements in reading and math growth. And MPS itself has launched a program to redesign its 25 lowest-per-

forming schools through a diverse range of programs, partnerships, and models—including district-authorized charter

schools (Milwaukee Public Schools 2013b; 2013c). Thus, all parties seem to agree on the goal of educational improve-
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ment. Charter schools may well have a valuable contribution to make toward that goal. But if the system of account-

ability outlined in Senate Bill 286 is not the right framework for aiding these students, what is?

First, if legislators are serious about improving the education of poor students, the most important thing they could do

is to take seriously the fact that poverty itself is the single biggest roadblock to improved education. When students are

better housed, better fed, and better cared for—when their parents earn enough to support their families at a dignified

and stable standard of living—educational standards will improve dramatically, no matter what type of school students

are attending. By contrast, if legislators act to suppress wages and limit social supports to poor families, there is no mag-

ical school formula that will compensate for the difficulties these students face. If legislators go down this road, they

should be unsurprised to find the Wisconsin Policy Research Institute issuing another report in 20 years that echoes

their current commentary on vouchers: The city did everything we told them to, but education did not improve.

Second, among the factors that schools themselves control, the most important step Wisconsin legislators could take is

to restore funding of the SAGE program to its originally intended level; through increased funding for limited class sizes,

more low-income children would receive the attention they need. As noted previously, while inflation has increased

every year, SAGE’s per-pupil funding has been frozen for two decades. There are a significant number of Milwaukee

schools that have already been forced to drop out of the SAGE program—though their poverty rates render them eligi-

ble—because state funding is insufficient and they cannot cover the difference. Indeed, whereas SAGE deems that any

school is eligible for support if at least 30 percent of its students are low-income, funding has become so scarce within

MPS that the district was forced in 2011 to limit participation to schools with at least 50 percent low-income students.

More recently, SAGE participation was shrunken yet further and is now limited to schools where at least 75 percent of

the students come from low-income families (Gordon 2014). If lawmakers simply restored the real value of SAGE sup-

port—as originally intended by the policymakers who enacted the program—they would increase per-pupil funding by

more than 50 percent, thus enabling perhaps thousands of five- to eight-year-olds to reap the benefits of small classes.

In so doing, they would likely do much more to improve the quality of Milwaukee education than any school design or

technological innovation could hope to achieve.

To measure the relative quality of education across schools, legislators must create means of accurately capturing both

what schools face and what they produce. Schools’ test scores must be adjusted to reflect more fine-grained measure-

ment of the real differences in wealth and poverty in their student populations. So too, accountability must be based on

an apples-to-apples comparison that includes the severity as well as number of special needs the school serves, and the

full range of specially challenged populations it serves, including students who are highly mobile or recently returning

from criminal justice facilities.

At the same time, measuring the quality of education cannot simply mean totaling up math and reading scores. Every

parent knows—and decades of research demonstrate—that much of what it means to be educated is not captured by

these tests. State policy for defining high-quality education should reflect the simple principle that poor children are

not worth less than rich children; what privileged parents understandably want for their own children’s schools is what

we should aim to provide for all children, and the extent to which this is achieved should be part of what we measure

when we gauge the quality of education that various schools provide. This means that, in producing school report cards,

schools should be awarded some measure of recognition for providing children with small classes and well-trained teach-

ers, with an opportunity for diverse modes of learning, and with a full curriculum that includes music, art, hands-on
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science, physical education, and access to a library and librarian. As the 2012 National Teacher of the Year noted, mea-

suring education simply by math and reading tests is akin to going to a doctor and asking them to diagnose an illness

based solely on one’s temperature (Mieliwocki 2012). The technology industry and their investors may want to define

education strictly in terms of test scores because it facilitates the sale of digital products. But decades of research show

that this misses too much of the picture. Reducing education to what is measurable on machine-graded tests does not

empower poor children—it robs them.

Finally, while any educator with energy, commitment, and a proven vision should be welcome in the city, both parents

and taxpayers would do well to establish ground rules that all schools must uphold. These might include, for instance,

requiring that:

all schools funded with public tax dollars uphold the same standards of transparency and open records as traditional

public schools

all publicly funded schools uphold the same standards of ethics and prohibitions against conflicts of interest as are

demanded of public officials

all publicly funded schools be governed by a board of directors elected by parents or by the broader community

whose tax dollars provide its funding

all such schools devote at least as high a share of their resources to instruction as do traditional public schools

any school whose population includes a lower-than-average share of students who are poor, disabled, or otherwise

disadvantaged has its funding reduced accordingly, with the remaining funds going to those schools that serve a

disproportionately large share of such students

This would begin to define a system of genuine accountability—one that measures schools by the full value of education

they provide, and that aims not at enriching a class of investors or carrying out ideological crusades, but at enabling all

the city’s children to flourish to their full potential.
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Endnotes
1. It is difficult to compare this figure with the performance of public schools. In Ohio’s eight largest cities, 88 percent of public

schools were also graded D or F; thus, charter and public schools appear to be nearly equal failures (Bush 2013). However, 85

charter schools, dubbed “dropout recovery” schools, were exempted from the grading system following lobbying by a prominent

Republican donor who owns a chain of such schools (Dyer 2013). Since these schools have quite low performance, it is likely

that their inclusion would have increased the statewide rate of charter school failure.

2. Maul and McClelland (2013) further question the reported results, as the CREDO authors did not control for factors such as

the selectivity of which parents choose to send their kids to charter schools and how this may correlate to certain family

background characteristics. Rocketship, for instance, requires that all parents sign a contract guaranteeing to ensure their child

upholds school policies and that they themselves will volunteer 30 hours per year in the school. It is likely that parents may be

unlikely to sign this contract if their families are homeless or transient, or if their work lives make it difficult to strictly police

their children’s behavior, or if their children have such serious needs that they themselves have no extra capacity to give to school

volunteering, or if their own negative school experience makes them lack confidence about their capacity to be school volunteers.

Since the CREDO study makes no attempt to control for such variables, Maul and McClelland believe it overestimates the

impact of charter school education.

3. ALEC’s Virtual Public Schools Act, for instance, mandates that online schools be provided the same dollars per student as

physical, in-person schools; legislation based on this model was adopted in five states in 2011–2012. The Koch-backed

Americans for Prosperity is likewise a vigorous champion of online learning (Given 2013).

4. According to Rocketship Milwaukee Public School, tutors may be hired with only a high school diploma, but must take a

qualifying exam before being hired. Those with any higher degree need not take the exam. Tutors’ pay typically starts at $13 per

hour (Rocketship Education 2014a).

5. “As a Teach For America corps member,” the organization promises, “you’ll develop strengths that are . . . essential to leadership

across many other professions. . . . Many exceptional graduate schools and employers . . . actively recruit corps members and

alumni” (Teach for America 2014). Indeed, TFA advertises its partnerships with corporations such as JP Morgan Chase, Bain &

Company, Deloitte, McKinsey, and General Electric, which offer college graduates two-year “deferrals” to serve in TFA before

beginning their corporate careers.

6. Indeed, Rocketship students have sometimes been used as test populations for products under development, as was the case with

Equatia, a math application used only by Rocketship whose users, its designer conceded, “did not score significantly higher than

the control group” (Fukumoto 2011).

7. The company’s earliest funders included Netflix CEO Reed Hastings, Facebook CEO Sheryl Sandberg, SurveyMonkey CEO

Dave Goldberg, and Skype CEO Jonathan Chadwick, along with a number of leading venture capital firms (Bowman 2011).

8. The DreamBox website features a federally discredited study that declares the software produces a “50% increase in student

proficiency in math,” along with a testimonial by Rocketship founder John Danner—who sits on the DreamBox board of

directors—touting the program’s effectiveness (DreamBox Learning 2014).

9. Milwaukee school board members, for instance, face a blanket prohibition against “engaging in any outside matters of financial

or personal interest which are incompatible with the impartial and objective performance of their duties….[and may not] seek or

accept personal gain which would influence, or appear to influence, the conduct of their official duties” (Milwaukee Public

Schools 2014).
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10. Rocketship’s “Conflicts of Interest Code” adopts the Orwellian logic that “a conflicting interest does not necessarily create a

conflict of interest.” No conflict exists as long as the Rocketship board determines that the company could not “obtain … a more

advantageous transaction” from another party (Rocketship Education 2011). Thus, Rocketship follows the logic of profit

maximization rather than public accountability or educational rigor. If the DreamBox contract is “advantageous” because it

solidifies venture capital firms’ support for Rocketship’s expansion, it may not be judged a conflict of interest even if the software

is inferior.

11. In both cases, this category is for central administration only and does not include in-school administrative staff or supplies.

Rocketship’s central administrative costs include annual payments to its charter authorizer, to Teach for America, to its Wisconsin

regional office, and to Rocketship’s national headquarters in California. National research suggests that charter schools generally

spend a higher percentage of revenues on administrators and a lower percentage on student instruction than do public schools

(Miron and Urschel 2010). Even so, Rocketship seems to be exceptional in this regard.

12. One survey discovered that, on average, by her fourth birthday a child from a professional family has experienced almost 45

million words. In contrast, a working-class child has experienced 26 million words, and a child from a family that qualifies for

welfare only 13 million words (Hart and Risley 2003).

13. STAR was a multimillion dollar study that tracked thousands of students over a four-year period in the late 1980s. It is the

largest statistically rigorous study of its kind ever conducted, and it remains the premier study on this issue.

14. Indeed, later research showed that students enrolled in small class sizes in kindergarten through third grade under the STAR

program were statistically more likely to graduate high school, enroll in honors classes, graduate near the top of their senior class,

and apply to college. In addition, the achievement gap between black and white students was cut in half for black students whose

first four years of school took place in smaller classes (American Federation of Teachers 2010). After California in 1996

undertook an effort to cut K–3 class sizes from 30 to 20, researchers reached similar conclusions: The smaller classes led to

statistically significant improvement in students’ math and reading scores, but the impacts were lessened where teachers were

inexperienced or uncertified (Jensen and Rivkin 2009).

15. Although this study is undated, the most recent research it references is dated 2004; therefore, it appears likely that the study

was conducted in approximately 2005–2006.

16. In addition to smaller classes, SAGE also mandates improving curriculum, teacher professional development, and full-day access

to school facilities.

17. The National Commission on Teaching and America’s Future reports that “staff churn . . . is concentrated . . . in chronically

underperforming schools serving low-income children. These schools rarely close the student achievement gap because they never

close the teaching quality gap. . . . [T]heir students struggle year after year with a passing parade of inexperienced beginners,

while students in high performing schools enjoy the support of teams of accomplished veterans . . .” (Carroll and Foster 2010).

18. For several decades educators have sought to identify the specific different ways that children learn, in order to help teachers

provide appropriate pathways for each child. One recent study (Gregory and Chapman 2013, 164) suggests that the range of

preferred student learning strategies might include the following: Verbal/linguistic (embodied in “preparing a report” or “writing

a play or an essay”), bodily/kinesthetic (“develop a mime” or “work through a simulation”), musical/rhythmic (“compose a rap

song or rhyme”), naturalist (“discover or experiment” or “look for ideas from nature”), visual/spatial (“draw a picture” or “design

a graphic”), interpersonal (“work with a partner or group”), logical/mathematical (“create a pattern” or “timeline”), or

intrapersonal (“review or visualize a way to do something” or “write in a journal”). A number of scholars have attempted to

establish the impact of differing modes of learning on academic test scores, with a number of studies reporting that when a

student’s “learning style” is correctly identified and matched with appropriate instructional methods, achievement test scores
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improve (Dunn et al. 1995; Lovelace 2005). Ultimately, however, this remains one of the many dimensions of education that is

not captured in standardized test scores. Due to the difficulty of educators agreeing on and identifying the precise dividing line

between various ways of learning, as well as the difficulty of running controlled experiments with young children, there is no

conclusive statistical proof identifying a specific set of “learning styles” that teachers should build curricula around.

19. Several studies likewise report that additional years of high school arts education are correlated with higher SAT scores for both

math and English (Ruppert 2006). This outcome becomes less surprising when one examines the wide range of evidence linking

art, drama, and music education with intellectual skills related to literacy and math. One review of the research identified, among

others, associations between “visual arts instruction and reading readiness; dramatic enactment and conflict resolution skills;

traditional dance and nonverbal reasoning; and learning piano and mathematics proficiency” (Deasy 2002).

20. Indeed, incremental differences in school libraries’ budgets, the size of library collections, the number of hours students have

access to the library, and the role of certified librarians in teacher professional development all have a statistically significant

impact on improving educational achievement. Furthermore, over the past 10 years, states that added librarians to their school

staffs saw significantly greater improvement in elementary school reading scores than those that reduced their number of

librarians (Lance and Hofschire 2011).

21. In 2012, a number of countries caught up with Finland’s test performance and some surpassed it, for reasons that may have to

do with education or simply with test-preparation regimes designed around the PISA exam. Nevertheless, the country has one of

the highest-scoring student bodies in the world, outperforming the United States on all measures by a wide margin (Programme

for International Student Assessment 2012).

22. Wisconsin’s Act 20 largely reflects ALEC’s Alternative Certification Act (Fischer 2013).

23. The former Education Ministry’s Director General explains that “most primary schools in Finland have professionals who

understand the nature of teaching and learning—as well as assessing—mathematics. . . . [M]athematics curriculum . . . have a

strong focus on problem solving, thereby linking mathematics to the real world of students. . . . [T]he education of mathematics

teachers . . . is based on subject didactics. . . . This guarantees that newly trained teachers with master’s degrees have a systemic

knowledge and understanding of how mathematics is learned and taught. . . . [Science teachers’ training is] focused on building

pedagogical content knowledge. . . . [T]hus the science curriculum . . . has been transformed from traditional academic

knowledge-based to experiment- and problem-oriented curriculum. This change has been followed by massive national

professional development support for all primary school science teachers” (Sahlberg 2010, 52).

24. Magill’s comments were originally made on the school’s website in 2009 (http://www.ucls.uchicago.edu/news/

detail.aspx?linkid=2480&moduleid=133), and are quoted in Elk (2012).

25. While neither teachers, principals, nor Milwaukee school board members were invited to participate, those in attendance

included Milwaukee’s superintendent of education, Mayor Tom Barrett, the city’s Common Council, Senate Education

Committee Chair Luther Olsen, and longtime Education Committee member and ALEC affiliate Sen. Alberta Darling.

Attendees were treated to presentations by representatives from both New Orleans’ “Recovery District” and Tennessee’s recently

created “Achievement District”—two initiatives that closed poor urban schools and, through a state-appointed overseer, largely

replaced them with charters. Both touted their efforts as examples of striking success, though the impact of school privatization

in New Orleans remains hotly contested, and the National Education Policy Center (NEPC) gave the claims presented at

MMAC’s conference its “Bunkum Award” for providing the country’s “most bountiful wellspring of misleading education reform

information” (National Education Policy Center 2013). (For NEPC’s more serious and detailed review of these presentations, see

DeBray and Jabbar 2013 and Mathis and Maul 2013.) However valid the evidence, MMAC President Tim Sheehy concluded

that Milwaukee students might benefit by the creation of a similar “achievement district” (Richards 2013b).
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26. In October 2013, ALEC member Sen. Alberta Darling introduced Senate Bill 76, which mandated that privately operated

charter schools be allowed to expand indefinitely as long as their school scores were at least modestly above average (State of

Wisconsin 2013b). Those supporting the bill included Rocketship Education as well as the ALEC-affiliated and

corporate-funded American Federation for Children. One of its most outspoken supporters was MMAC, whose representative

vowed to “forcefully push for this change” (Wisconsin Senate 2013; Baas 2013a). In January 2014, Assembly Bill 549 was

presented to the Committee on Urban Education (Wisconsin Legislature 2013). This bill would have expanded the number of

agencies empowered to authorize new charter schools, required authorizers to approve two new schools per year for any charter

whose students scored 10 percent above their district’s average, and prohibited school districts from creating charter schools

whose teachers are public employees. The American Federation of Children supported this legislation, along with Wisconsin

Manufacturers and Commerce and MMAC, which reported spending 65 hours lobbying on behalf of the bill (Wisconsin

Government Accountability Board 2014a). In February 2014, Assembly Education Committee Chair Steve Kestell and ALEC

member Rep. James Steineke introduced Assembly Bill 379, the companion bill to Senate Bill 86. Like Senate Bill 86, this bill

mandated that a public school graded “F” for three consecutive years be closed and replaced with a charter, while charter schools

could not be closed until their ninth year of operation, even if they received F’s every year (State of Wisconsin 2014b). K-12,

Inc., the nation’s largest for-profit virtual school and member of ALEC’s Education Task Force, lobbied on behalf of the bill

(Wisconsin Government Accountability Board 2014b).

27. Private schools receiving three F’s in a row would be barred from enrolling future students whose tuition is paid by public

vouchers, but would remain eligible for vouchers for currently enrolled students for as long as they remain enrolled—even if this

entails funding current kindergartners through to high school graduation.

28. Indeed, a recent report found that, under this old system, nearly 50 percent of every school’s score was simply a reflection of its

students’ wealth or poverty (Wittkopf 2013).

29. The comparison used is school student growth rates, averaged for all “2R”charter schools (i.e., charter schools that are chartered

by an authorizer other than the school district itself ).

30. Data are for children aged 5–17.

31. This is the case for two reasons. First, although MPS is responsible for administering the Title I program for 2R schools, the

cost of performing this function comes out of funds designated for MPS students rather than charter students. Secondly, while

MPS’ Title I funding is based on the number of students living below the poverty line, non-district charter schools are eligible for

Title I based on their number of students eligible for free and reduced-price lunch, a much higher threshold. Thus, charter

schools receive funding for students who would not be eligible for Title I support if they were in public schools—and this

funding comes out of the state’s overall allocation, thus reducing the amount left for truly poor students in MPS schools.

32. Author’s calculation based on BLS data presented in Dadayan (2012).

33. Previously, 16- and 17-year-olds could not work more than five hours a day on school days, not more than 26 hours per week

during the school year, and not more than six days in a row. Ironically, one of ALEC’s model bills opposing minimum-wage

increases argues that “studies show that increasing starting wages lures high school students into the full-time work force,

resulting in an increase in high school drop-out rates,” and that therefore the minimum wage should be kept low in order to

avoid having students work more and study less. Nevertheless, ALEC-affiliated lawmakers in Madison approved a law that frees

16- and 17-year-olds to work an unlimited number of hours per week, seven days a week, throughout the school year. The bill’s

passage was celebrated by the Wisconsin Grocery Association, which explained that grocers are not “trying to overwork these kids

or create a sweatshop,” but “just want to give kids that great first opportunity you get in a grocery store.” (Lafer 2013)
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34. In 2011, MMAC filed suit to block implementation of the law, and then joined state corporate lobbies to advocate for the state

legislature to overturn it. Milwaukee businesses “don’t need an arbitrary standard of care on how to attract and keep” employees,

MMAC President Tim Sheehy explained (Ploor 2011; Pimentel 2011).
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