LOS AMGELES TiMES

KCET’s ‘Gamble’ Probes Charter Schools

u TV review: The Valley's
Fenton Avenue shines as 2
sucoess story, but the
popular reform movement
does bave a dark side.

By RICHARD LEECOLVIN
TS EDANCA TN WRITER

on:e, it might bave seemed like

# radicel idea: [edividoal
schools—anol centralized bu-
reausTacets and boards of educa-
Uon—lhnow whal's best For Lher
" fluderds and oughl to be freed o
mest Uhels needs

Maw, though, il's & Leviem, Fres.
dom, so Uhe manire gocs, produces
innovelions, efficiency und, witi.
maiely, resulls,

Well, meybe yoi, maybe Ra
That's the central measage of Jokn
Merraw's lelest documesiary-
cammieiery on educalion, aifing
tomghl on KCET-TV Channe 28,

Tilked “Bducalion's Big Cam-

bie.” the ghow examines the rep.

1dly spreeding phenomenon of
charier sehools, public schiools /b=
erated [rom buresucriiic airiclures
i & bid Lo wnprove perlormance,
Although Mercow oflers dramalic
examples of cherier schoole lhal
have improved —promiimertly [ex-
twing Fenton Avenur Schoel in
the San Fernande Valley i (ha

regard— ke wlo6 poivis oul Lhat the
el always e cage

Belese becoming one of Loe
Angelex’ lrgl charter schosle i
1934, Fealon produced abyamal
test ecores. Allendance war poor.
Siident turaover was high 1L was
eonudeied one of the Lwo worsl
clemaentary schools in (ae Valley,

Now, though, Fenton i in the
midil of 3 heartening ternarousd
a0l was namned thit year 2 Cahifor-
aia Distingoizhed School,

The azphatt playgrownd has bron
repaired, kundreds of new compel-
©f8 ank Ih e, tliendence {8 up and
£0 it parent enthusiasm. Since Lhe
tchool begarn wing a new phonses-
based reading program, lesl scaret
have sowred. And the sohool had
maney il over L pay the l=arhers
Tewrs by,

“The people inside The charter
wchool are in charge,” cays Joo
Lucente, one of the srhood = co.
directors. “That's the grceel of our
EUTTRYSE. "

But freedom afeo can lead 1o
chagg—edueptional s well as fi-
rancial, Drawing 3 shalp comvirast
o Fenton, Merrow excounes U
eviragsoutr rasr of the Thoenig
charler school koown sa Cilizen
2000

Arieons's chacler achool law iz
poe of ihe iopaesl in the naton. So
it makes sensc thal Lhe slate wouid

have mare than & (hird of Lhe GO0
ch sehewis operating nationwide,
Hut poine of Uhaer sohosls have run
inde trouble and, oy Merraw re-
parts, Lhe Arigong Board of Frlyca-
g has been slow Lo step in

Citeea 2000 had 1 ridiculoudy
wrlvlious agenda [rom Lhe starl
Stugcals in the cealral cily schoal
were Lo b Laughl “inlernatonal
pralorole.” nol o menlon horse.
back ricng and ballreom dincing,

In an extraordinacy intervicw,
the school's founder, Lawndia
While Venerabie, sdmils 10 Mer-
row thal she uwwd the schools
maney lo pay her mother's mort-
Eage, buy pewely, renovale her
home and cover the coil ol her
divarce SLor ey,

That mlerview slone makes this
docwmenlary worth walching
Even though Merrow docd nod
prod. Yenerwbie digs herseil (nto @
deép hole silomplbag Lo juclily ber
msappropriatian ol funds. Ln doing
a0, she oflers an vameiakalde
watning thel [reedom masl be
weompamied by anolher. wilch.
word— accouniablity.

Thie & the firgl of faur “Merrow
Reporie” awing an suttessive Fri.
duys Lhae monlh, io Uhe second and
Lhered, e examings Uhe controver-
wia! refoem efflers of Philadeinhis
Supi. Davd Hornbeck ever Lhe jza|
three years. Hoenbeck, top,

prewched  accouniabaticy. Bul he
ran inlo ecriooe opporilaon from
urmon leaders, who arpucd Lhat
teachere could not e held rezpon-
fitsle for Lhe arademit achievement
ol teur students,

Howabech hed 3 point, eortainly.
He was politicatly clumay, though,
which weskened b pusiibon and
oed billle to win e greon over Lo
hie nde. Cleardy. iUy easier Lo
reform ouc sthood, hike Fenton,
than i Je e reform (he Filth. [argert
szhool dgiricl i the natian

The lourlh program in the sefies,
“Edementery Conlusion, " is & mov.-
ing revigil e two schools Morrow
focuzed ob 8 year ago. In the
ongmal prce. Merrow mamiored
1he elfectivenses of Lhe melhods
used @l the [wo schools by perimedi-
eally queslioning thewr sludenls on
math opd asking them (o demon-
wlrate e readig skl

Thut time, Mermow quesliont the
e studenis agein, finding that
they made zobeisnlisl progress
Bl both schools’ eiforiz ave
wnadercud by dactore bevond ther
conirol. A( one, a guarier of Lhe
students MOVE G0 CYESY year, en-
rollng in Bcheoli ckewhere thal
may ar mey nol be ginving (o
reach [he tame lgh sandards
The oiher schoal, having reade
dramalicprogrees, g shul down,

Ax alwiys, i all lour shows,
Merrow offera reportng Ihat s
elowr, balasiced and pasticnale.

w"The Hervew Repert™ airs tanight
and on the nexd three Fridaps ot 10
p.m. on KCET-TV Channe! 28



