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Patrick Henry School of Science and Arts: A Historical Case Study on the Development of the 

First Elementary Charter School in Virginia 

Tara C. Bartlett 

ABSTRACT 

Prior to 1998 charter schools in the Commonwealth of Virginia were non-existent. 

Students who wanted to be educated in ways alternative to public education would need to seek 

out private schools or homeschooling. The Patrick Henry School of Arts and Sciences (PHSSA), 

a year round elementary charter school in the City of Richmond, is the first elementary charter 

school in Virginia. The purpose of this study was to describe and analyze the events and actions 

that led to the establishment and operation of PHSSA, as a public charter school. The main 

research question for this study is, what has occurred and had to be overcome in order to enable 

the first elementary public charter school in the Commonwealth of Virginia to be approved and 

to continue as a charter, renewed twice for a total existence of 10 years? 

This research provides recommendations for those seeking to implement and continue the 

renewal of a charter school where the authorizer is a local school board. Participants interviewed 

were representatives of the community--parents and community leaders--who were involved in 

the startup of Patrick Henry at various stages of its existence. A systematic method of document 

review and structured interviews of key informants was conducted. Analysis revealed the 

problems and successes of this elementary charter school. Outcomes from the interviews should 

foster understanding of the creation and continued renewal of charter schools in Virginia. The 

study may provide counsel for future public charter school endeavors in the Commonwealth.  

 

 



 

 

Patrick Henry School of Science and Arts: A Historical Case Study on the Development of the 

First Elementary Charter School in Virginia 

Tara C. Bartlett 

GENERAL AUDIENCE ABSTRACT 

 Public charter schools in the Commonwealth of Virginia began with the authorization of 

public charters in 1998.  As written in the Code of Virginia (§ 22.1-212.5): Public charter 

schools in Virginia are nonsectarian, nonreligious, or non-home-based alternative schools located 

within a public school division. 

The Patrick Henry School of Arts and Sciences (PHSSA), a year-round elementary 

charter school in the city of Richmond, is the first elementary charter school in Virginia. The 

purpose of this study was to describe and analyze the events and actions that led to the 

establishment and operation of PHSSA. This study provides recommendations for those seeking 

to implement and continue the renewal of a charter school. Participants interviewed were 

representatives of the community--parents and community leaders--who were involved in the 

startup of PHSSA.  

Outcomes from the interviews should provide understanding of the creation and  

continued renewal of charter schools in Virginia. It also may provide guidance for future  

public charter school endeavors in the Commonwealth. .  
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Chapter 1 

Introduction of the Study 

Overview of the Study 

In 2010, the Patrick Henry School for Science and Arts (PHSSA) opened as the first 

elementary public charter school in Virginia with 149 students. They had started school in the 

Woodland Heights Baptist Church Education Center in August 2010, not entering the physical 

PHSSA building until August 2011. This charter school in Richmond, Virginia began pursuing 

approval in October of 2007, however, the history of PHSSA as a traditional school within 

Richmond City Public School (RPS)  reaches back to 1922, with an initial enrollment of 314 

students. In May 2007, the school was shut down by RPS due to low enrollment (a loss of almost 

400 students in 10 years), a lack of compliance with the American’s with Disabilities Act, and 

low test scores (Rea, 2010). Parents, students and community members began the process of 

seeking approval for a community public charter school that would open its doors to the children 

of the neighborhood as well as other students in the RPS (Catrow, 2010).  The current study 

describes how the conceptual idea of an elementary charter school that teaches Virginia-based 

students the Standards of Learning (SOL), but focuses on environmental awareness and social 

responsibility, became a reality in Richmond, Virginia.  

Historical Context 

 Doing a historical case study of PHSSA,  the researcher investigated the perspectives of 

stakeholders--parents, community leaders and government officials--during the approval and 

start up process from 2007 to 2010. PHSSA was formally approved by the Virginia Department 

of Education’s (VDOE) Charter School Committee on December 10, 2007, having met the 

requirements of feasibility, curriculum, and financial soundness that were required by the Board 
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of Education and stipulated in the Code of Virginia (VDOE, 2020).  Section 22.1-212.6 of the 

Code of Virginia allows that a public charter school applicant may submit a proposed charter 

school application to the Board of Education for review and comment. As part of the process a 

committee was established to evaluate applications based on the criteria of feasibility, 

curriculum, and financial soundness. The committee is then required to submit a report about the 

school to the Board of Education. The report for PHSSA, indicating the approval of the Charter 

School Review Board, was sent to the Board of Education in February 2008 (VDOE, 2020).   

 Following the approval by Charter School Review Board and Board of Education, 

PHSSA received final authorization from RPS  in October  2008 after PHSSA submitted a 

revised contract to the school board that included a required diversity plan, in a vote of 5-0 with 

three members excusing themselves from the vote (Catrow, 2010).  

PHSSA is in a subdivision of the Forest Hill area of Richmond. The population of the 

neighborhood of PHSSA is 40% White, 45% Black or African American, and 5% Hispanic, yet 

the population of children attending public school in that neighborhood is 10% White, 72.5% 

Black or African American, and 15% Hispanic (Census.Gov, 2020).  PHSSA, when first 

proposed as a public charter school, was perceived by the public as a predominately white school 

that was funded by public money. This perception became one of the greatest obstacles PHSSA 

had to combat in order to be granted charter school approval by the RPS School Board.  

Statement of Problem 

The problem posed for this study was to understand the process of the startup and then 

continual operation of the first elementary public charter in Virginia in the attempt to provide 

alternatives in education aligned with charter school interests.   It is the goal of public education 

to provide appropriate and timely education that allows the student to achieve at a high level 
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through differentiated education (Ash, 2013). According to Brighouse (2012), charter schools 

can provide an atmosphere that is private school like in terms of smaller classrooms and 

innovative learning. Charter school education creates alternative opportunities to educate K-12 

students using public funding. In Virginia, this is done through a charter process that creates its 

own curriculum and upholds the standards of the school board to which it reports, the charter to 

which it subscribes, and the state’s SOL.  

Significance of the Study 

This study adds value to studies of the charter school movement as well as the 

community in which it serves, and the state in which it resides because understanding is 

conveyed of the continual operation of a public charter school, the first elementary school in 

Virginia. Also, no systematic study currently exists that documents an opinion- based successful 

creation of an elementary charter school in Virginia that continues to operate and be supported 

by the community, school board, and state. Therefore, the research is important to the 

community of Patrick Henry as well as RPS and Commonwealth of Virginia. The public records 

available from the City of Richmond, the state, and local media news agencies have basic 

information concerning the development and continuing education of elementary school students 

in a charter school in Virginia. This study sought to identify, analyze, and record the startup and 

approval process of PHSSA as community members and parents began to recognize the desire to 

educate the community around Patrick Henry in a less traditional way through the American 

public education system.  

The study focused on a time when opinions were very divided about charter school 

options, and equity in the education of public school students in the United States and more 

specifically, Virginia. This charter school was both championed as well as opposed by members 
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of the community, local educational based groups, and the school board as well as parents, 

teachers, and school staff. In an attempt to look at what it takes to begin a charter school, enroll 

students, and hire staff, select students for attendance and maintain the charter school for at least 

two consecutive renewals of a total of 10 years in Virginia, this exploration is both needed and 

relevant.   

Purpose and Justification of the Study 

The purpose was to describe and analyze the events and actions that led to the 

establishment of PHSSA, the first elementary public charter in Virginia.  The research was 

sparked with an article from the Richmond Times Dispatch that was published in 2007 

announcing the intended closing of Patrick Henry. To establish historical context, information 

from earlier and later periods in time is provided as well as other locations the school inhabited 

before its current location. The researcher used primary sources whenever possible to accurately 

depict and interpret the school’s history. These sources included interviews with parents and 

community members, school testing data that are available through the VDOE, and official 

records such as school board minutes,  documents, and media sources. The data sources were 

verified and triangulated using multiple sources of information, and specific points in time in 

order to build a complete and accurate picture (Rossman & Rallis, 2003). History is, among other 

things, an argument based on sources and evidence to support that argument. Historians are not 

free to tell a story or make up an argument without supporting evidence. Evidence includes 

primary and secondary written sources and non-written sources such as interviews (Williams, 

2007).  
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Research Questions 

The main research question for this study is, what has enabled the first elementary public 

charter school in the Commonwealth of Virginia to be approved and to continue as a charter, 

renewed twice for a total existence of 10 years? 

Sub questions are: 

1. What decisions led to the formation of the first elementary public charter school in 

Virginia, Patrick Henry School of Science and Arts?  

2. What were the experiences of community members [e.g., parents, school board 

members, community leaders] who were part of the formation of this school?  

3. Do these stakeholders consider the school an overall success in the past or currently? 

If so, how is that success defined?  

Definition of Terms 

Charter School: a publicly funded independent school established by teachers, parents, or 

community groups under the terms of a charter with a local or national authority. All charter 

schools in Virginia are nonsectarian alternative public schools located within a school division 

and under the authority of a local school board (Virginia Department of Education, 2020). 

Traditional Public School: a publicly funded school that is established by a county or 

division to serve the local needs of students under the terms of the school board and state 

authority. Traditional public schools must adhere to education standards set by the state 

education board and are not exempt from any state, federal, or local laws regarding education. 

They are governed by the school district, which is run by a democratically-elected school board 

(Boesenbrg, 2003; Ravitch, 2010).  
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School Charter: The charter school operates on limited contracts. Their renewal is 

subject to performance. Charters are authorized by groups defined in state law. In Virginia, the 

state and local school board are the only authorizers (Ash, 2013).   

Authorizers: The body or group that approves the charter for a charter school to proceed. 

Some states have created separate boards that authorize charters. Authorizers are usually non-

profits and include universities but, in most cases, local school boards like Virginia, authorize 

charter schools (Ash, 2013).  

Organization of Study 

Chapter 2 provides a review of literature relevant to charter schools and their inception in 

the United States as well as Virginia. While this review is comprehensive, it is not exhaustive 

due to the large amount of literature that exists on the charter school movement in the United 

States. Chapter 3 outlines the methodology of the study and addresses the data sources, 

participants, and data analysis along with interview setting. Chapter 4 provides an analysis  and 

findings of data collected from nine participants interviewed due to their involvement in the 

PHSSA approval process. Charter 5 offers interpretations and implications of the data analysis as 

well as conclusions and opportunities for future research. 
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Chapter 2 

Literature Review 

This literature review focuses on processes used to grant the establishment of public 

charter schools in the United States and the Virginia, as well as the growth of charter schools 

nationwide. The review process is divided into nine major areas: 1) introduction, 2) history and 

growth of charter schools, 3) the charter school option in the United States, 4) charter school 

option in Virginia, 5) the process of review of the literature, 6) synthesis of the literature, 7) 

obstacles in the charter school movement, 8) opponents and advocates of charter schools, and 9) 

summary. This chapter examines the process of approval for charter schools in various states as 

well as potential trends in academics and social advocacy that demonstrate renewed charter 

schools in the United States and Virginia.  

Charter schools are independently-operated public schools in which governing bodies 

have the freedom to design classrooms that meet their students’ needs (Center for Educational 

Research [CER], 2018). A publicly funded charter school is a public school. Like district public 

schools, more commonly known as traditional schools, charters are funded based on enrollment 

known as average daily attendance; these receive funding from the district and 

the state according to the number of students attending. However, the funding does vary from 

state to state (CER, 2018).  All charter schools operate under a contract with a charter school 

authorizer--usually a nonprofit organization, government agency, or university--that holds them 

accountable to the standards outlined in their “charter.” NCSL states, charter schools differ from 

state to state with respect to which organizations can charter schools or apply for a charter. The 

most common are non-profit boards, although some states do allow for-profit companies to get 

charters. Charter schools have more autonomy than traditional public schools, they are freed 
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from some state and local regulations although the level of autonomy varies from state to state 

(NCSL, 2019).  

History and Growth of Charter Schools 

The first American charter school opened at the City Academy in St. Paul, Minnesota, in 

1985. It was founded by two teachers and focused on students who had dropped out of school. 

The school’s emphasis was on developing student responsibility and decision-making by 

promoting a personalized learning environment. Since then, 45 states, the District of Columbia, 

and Puerto Rico have approved legislation supporting the operation of charter schools (Arbogast, 

2000). There remain no charter laws in the states of North Dakota, South Dakota, Vermont, 

Nebraska, and Montana (U.S. Department of Education [USDOE], 2020d). It is estimated that 

there were over 1,400 charter schools in operation as of 1999 (USDOE, 2000). Over 6,600 

charter schools in the United States were in operation through 2018 (USDOE, 2018). 

Throughout the history of public education, many researchers and theorists have 

proposed improvements regarding the educational process, hoping to achieve a balance between 

“rigor and individuality” (Hirsch, 1996, p. 2). Educational reformists, a term used for those who 

hope to propose positive and lasting change to the traditional educational system, have been 

looking at public charter schools as an answer to increasing and/or maintaining the rigor of 

academics while applying an individual approach to the educational process (Angrist, Pathak, & 

Walters, 2013). The landscape of education for primary and secondary schools has changed with 

the emergence of privately provided, publicly funded charter schools.  A main difference 

between charter schools and their traditional counterparts is that charters are granted budgetary 

autonomy in exchange for educational results (NCSL, 2013).  The need for a transformation of 
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the K-12 education system led reformers to support efforts to provide alternate higher quality 

education to disadvantaged students across the country (Garnett, 2017).  

Some support for the growth of charter schools can be attributed to President Bill Clinton 

(USDOE, 1995) who urged states to adopt charter legislation in his 1995 State of the Union 

speech. President Clinton in 1997 was able to convince Congress to appropriate millions of 

dollars to provide access to funding for charter schools, and, subsequently, encouraged states to 

pass legislation that would allow charter schools to be created while providing flexibility and 

holding the schools accountable for achieving high standards. (Arbogast, 2000, p. 12).  

The USDOE began funding charter school conferences, state programs, and charter 

school research through the Public Charter Schools Program (PCSP) (Arbogast, 2000).  The 

PCSP was subsequently amended by the Charter School Expansion Act of 1998 and by George 

W. Bush’s No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 in order to provide “support for the planning, 

program design, and initial implementation of charter schools” (USDOE, 2004, p. 2). In 2001, 

the USDOE also established the Credit Enhancement for Charter School Facilities Program to 

provide competitive grants for entities seeking funds to enhance their credit to secure loans for 

the acquisition, construction, renovation, and/or operation of charter school facilities (Temkin, 

Hong, Davis, & Bavin, 2008, p. xi).  

The Obama Administration allocated $4.35 billion to the Race to the Top grant 

competition to entice states into adopting the expansion of charter schools. During both Race to 

the Top competition rounds, state applications “receive[d] points based on the extent to which 

their laws do not prohibit or effectively inhibit increase of the number of high-performing charter 

schools” (USDOE, 2010, p. 24). Obama’s administration stressed that states with restrictions or 

caps on the total number of charter schools would be at a competitive disadvantage for federal 
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funding: “[R]ight now, there are many caps on how many charter schools are allowed in some 

states, no matter how well they’re preparing our students. That isn’t good for our children, our 

economy, or our country” (Mora, 2011, para. 30).  

Politics has polarized the charter school debate, and public opinion seems to strongly 

fluctuate between the pros and cons of publicly funded charter schools (Reckhow, 2015). As 

reported by the PDK Gallup poll, support for charter schools appears to be continuing upwards in 

its trajectory, from 51% in favor of charter schools in 2008 to 70% in 2011 (Reckhow, 2015). In 

the 2013 poll, which shows some stagnation, suggests support of charter schools remained high 

at 68% (Bushaw & Lopez, 2013). The PDK Gallup poll in 2020 stated that only 4 out of 10 

people supported charter schools (PDKPoll, 2020) indicating a less favorable opinion of charter 

schools.   

Charter schools among interest groups and activists have become a hotly contested policy 

issue (Portillo, 2015). At the national level, charters have become a part of a political 

competition between advocacy networks and groups that want to either constrain or expand 

school choice (Kirst, 2017). Teachers’ unions, business groups, minority group activists, and 

philanthropists have divided into opposing sides associated with each end of the spectrum 

(Vergari, 2017). In February 2019, West Virginia teachers went on strike to protest Senate Bill 

451, charter schools being permitted to operate in West Virginia as public schools. This bill 

would use public dollars to help fund new charter schools and private school tuition (Yan, 2019). 

Charter School Option in the United States 

Based on the debate of whether or not the United States needs an alternative to public 

schooling, demanded by educational reformists, the country has seen a rise in popularity and the 

option of the public charter school for many families.  Since the first charter school opened in 
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1991, charter schools have expanded rapidly. Forty-five states and the District of Columbia had 

charter school laws as of 2018 (USDOE, 2019). When Education Next, the Harvard Journal of 

Opinion and Research about Education Policy surveyed parents, teachers, and members of the 

public across the country in the Fall of 2016, only 28% supported the formation of charter 

schools. Yet when participants were provided a two-sentence definition of a charter school, 52% 

approved.  The definition provided stated: A public charter school is a tax supported school 

established by a charter between a granting body (such as a school board) and an outside group 

such as parents and teachers which operates the school without most local and state regulations 

so as to achieve set goals (Jason, 2017). 

During the 2015-2016 school year more than 6,600 charter schools were serving over 

three million students (USDOE, 2019). A variety of institutions, some public, manage charter 

schools: educators, universities, religious schools that remove religious symbols, previously 

tuition-charging privates, for-profit firms, parents, and community members (Mora, 2011). These 

diverse stakeholders underscore the changes that have resulted from the expansion of charter 

schools (Mora, 2011). The number of charter schools in each state fluctuates throughout the 

country. California, Texas, Arizona and Florida have well over 500 charter schools each, while 

states with more restrictive charter laws--like Virginia--have fewer than 10 charters statewide 

(USDOE, 2019).  

A charter school is defined as a publicly funded independent school established by 

teachers, parents, or community groups under the terms of a charter with a local or national 

authority. The school is established by a “charter,” which is a performance contract describing 

key elements of the school. The charter contract describes aspects of the school like the school’s 
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mission, instructional program, governance, personnel, finance, plans for student enrollment, and 

how all these are measured (National Conference of State Legislatures [NCSL], 2019). 

U.S. state laws and charter contracts provide schools with varying levels of autonomy 

from the local school divisions over curriculum, personnel, budget, and schedule. Charter 

schools are schools of choice, meaning students are not assigned to the school because of where 

they live. Instead, families must choose to enroll their child in a charter school. A public charter 

school is funded by public dollars but governed or administrated by not for profit organizations 

and thus are given greater flexibility in hiring, operations and curricula which meets the needs of 

families looking for options other than traditional public schools for their child’s education 

(Pattillo, 2015). 

As public schools, charter schools are prohibited from charging tuition. They must not 

discriminate or be religious in their operation or affiliation. In cases where there are more 

applications than available seats, charter school admissions are determined by a lottery. Charter 

schools are not exempt from federal laws that cover students’ rights or safety, including special 

education and other civil rights protections. They are also subject to state accountability systems, 

and their students must take required state tests (USDOE, 2018, p. 4).  

Authorizers of charter schools decide whether charter schools can enter the market, 

expand or close, and provide ongoing performance oversight (Brookings, 2010). Authorizers, 

depending on the state can be local school boards, intermediate school boards, state public 

universities, or two or more local educational agencies operating under an interlocal agreement 

(NCSL, 2019). Although research on charter schools is increasing, the area for reporting the 

successes and failures of the charter school movement shows a deficiency in the literature.  
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There are no conclusive data to indicating that students in charter schools perform better 

than students in traditional schools or that performance is at a lesser rate of success (Buckley & 

Fisler, 2002; Chen, 2020; Mullen et al., 2013). For the most part, research suggests that the 

success of charter schools relates directly to the features of state policy and the regime at which 

the schools operate (Gill et al., 2011). While some findings support the idea that charter schools 

are more effective in raising the achievement of low-income and minority students in urban 

areas, the findings released by the USDOE as shown in 2004 were not supportive of charter 

schools on the whole.  

Findings in a Stanford University study by the Center for the Research of Educational 

Outcomes (2009) looked at charter school student performance in 16 states. The researchers 

drew comparisons between charter school students' and regular public school students' 

performance through a "virtual-control method" in which charter school students were compared 

to demographically and academically matched "virtual twins." It was found that public charter 

schools lagged their regular public school counterparts in both subjects. The new and expanded 

study showed that a quarter of charter schools outperformed regular public school districts in 

reading, and 29% did so in math, while 19% performed significantly worse in reading and 31% 

in math. While a similar study in 2012 conducted by CREDO (2012) showed a slight 

improvement in student gains, researchers credit the gains to closures of poor-performing 

charters and an overall drop in testing performance in the regular public schools. Overall, the 

literature reviewed does not support the claim that charter schools outperform traditional public 

schools in the United States as a whole. Much of the slight outperformance that is reported by the 

research is explained by researchers as an overall drop on a particular year in testing in public 
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schools or the fact that the schools that were performing above traditional schools were closed 

due to a mismanagement of funding or a failure to meet their charter expectations (Ash, 2013). 

Charter School Option in Virginia 

In 2018 there were eight operating charter schools in Virginia, with a ninth in the 

approval process in December that same year. It did not pass the local school board.  In 2021 

there remain eight, fully authorized , public charter schools in Virginia. Despite having passed 

policy allowing for the existence of charter schools in Virginia in 1998, very few schools have 

been approved (VDOE, 2018). Researchers point to the approval process and Virginia state law 

as reasons why charter schools struggle to get a charter. According to the University of Richmond 

Law Review, the primary cause is Virginia’s charter school law which does not allow for 

multiple independent authorizers to grant approval and oversee the schools (Lehnen, 2016).  

In order to get a charter school approved in the Commonwealth of Virginia  a series of 

complex steps are required based on Virginia Law Code § 22.1-212.6. After the applicant, a 

future charter school, submits to the VDOE all required documentation, it is submitted to the 

Virginia Charter School Committee Board. The Board appointed a charter school committee to 

examine applications to ensure consistency with existing state law and the Board’s approval 

criteria.  

● After the application passes the required format, it is sent to the Board’s Charter 

School Committee members and posted on the Board’s Standing Committee web 

page.   

● The committee members begin their review, and selected VDOE staff review and 

comment on each component.  

http://www.doe.virginia.gov/boe/committees_standing/charter_schools/index.shtml
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● If all criteria are met, the committee calls a meeting of all of the stakeholders and 

discusses the extent to which the application meets the Board’s approval criteria.  

● The committee takes a consensus vote on each criterion and on the application as a 

whole.  

● If the committee agrees by overall consensus that the criteria are met, the application 

will be presented to the Board; or if the committee decides that not all criteria are 

met, the applicant will be provided time to address those criteria and the opportunity 

to meet with the committee at a second meeting. If the criteria are not met within the 

designated time frame, the application is denied.  

● If the charter school application is approved by the VDOE, it is then sent to the local 

school board for final approval. Once approved, the local school board decides 

whether it will fund the new charter school (VDOE, 2018).  

Process Used for Reviewing the Literature 

The question this literature review attempts to answer is: What are the common trends in 

charter schools in the United States as well as Virginia that have gained charter renewal , and 

what are the processes used to grant these charter schools approval? For this review, processes 

used to grant status as public charter schools from 1991 to 2018 in the United States were closely 

examined. U.S. states were the focus with emphasis on Virginia, with the benefit of having 

policy that is markedly different from Virginia’s.  Researching Virginia’s process of approval 

and potential reasons for only having one local method of approval through district school boards 

were investigated. Finally, schools that have successful track records of renewing their charters 

and have been operating for at least seven years were examined for trends leading to their 

success both in Virginia and the United States.  
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The process of inclusion and exclusion involved in this review of literature is specific in 

nature. There is a large amount of research-based literature about public charter schools as well 

as a variety of research on accountability for charter schools and legislature involved in both 

creating the schools and holding them accountable. However, the shortage of relevant studies-- 

those that address a historical policy review of the legislature involved in Virginia Public Charter 

Schools--is noticeable in its lack of literature.  

The following key terms were used to examine appropriate literature for this paper: 

public charter schools, and policy. These were entered into the EBSCO host database in the fall 

2018 with a very limited result. The database returned six appropriate articles. The full text and 

peer scholarly journals limiters were also checked. The fact that only six items came up led the 

researcher to use VTech Works and Gale databases in addition to EBSCO host. Policy was 

removed from the search in EBSCO and it revealed 302 articles that were reviewed more closely. 

When the term Virginia was added to public charter schools in the EBSCO database, it revealed 

seven results. While EBSCO did not return many results, Gale Educators Reference Complete 

revealed 118 results using public charter schools and policy and when Virginia was added to the 

search contained 16 results. VTech Works revealed 745 results when charter schools were used, 

and when policy was applied to the search it was narrowed down to three hits. The final 

keywords used to select studies for systematic and analytical review are policy, Virginia, United 

States and public charter schools. These keywords in VTech Works provided five useful peer 

edited sources that have produced important studies for the literature review. In addition, the 

reference section for two dissertations in have been mined for pertinent sources.  

 Looking at reviews that deal with legislation in the United States and Virginia Public 

Charter Schools is important, also, the timing for these studies is key.  Relevant material from 
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1998, with the inception of Virginia Charter Schools through present were reviewed. Thus, the 

timeframe for the review is 1998 to 2018.  

While knowledge about the legislature passed in other countries to approve charter 

schools is important as background information for this qualitative study, it has little bearing on 

the present literature review. It was therefore decided that other countries should be ruled out as 

potential search items.  

Synthesis of the Literature 

Appendix A is a review of the methods that various U.S. states use to approve charter 

schools. It is a summation of how other states approve charter schools and how that may impact 

Virginia lawmakers. There appears to be three major ways a public charter school can be 

approved: (a) through local school boards (e.g., Virginia), (b) through state boards (e.g., 

Massachusetts), and (c) alternative certification boards like Louisiana and Minnesota. 

Independent boards approve charter schools after meeting criteria set out by the state (National 

Association of Charter School Authorizers [NACSA], 2021).  

In addition to the differing processes used to approve charter schools in the United States, 

research turned up another theme which was rather unexpected. Many opponents of charter 

schools claim that it is a violation of social justice, the belief that charter schools not only make 

the lower socio-economic status schools less desirable but also lead to a watered-down version of 

segregation (Brighouse & Schouten, 2014).  Predominantly public charter school systems like 

New Orleans provide an example of what not to do as the nation looks at Louisiana’s attempt to 

rebuild after Hurricane Katrina, offering school choice and charter schools in 70% of all 

occasions. Students with disabilities in these schools are performing below grade level and many 

opt not to attend charter or choice schools, but rather public schools that provide more services 
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and are less likely to suspend these students. Similarly, schools in Little Rock, Arkansas, 

Washington D.C., and New York City report lawsuits filed alleging violations of federal special 

education laws and anti-discrimination claims (Mullen et al., 2013). It is these occurrences of 

social injustice research shows, that have caused many Virginia lawmakers to not offer options 

for approving public charter schools within the state.  

Appendix B is a listing of periodicals and other non-academic journals that pertain 

directly to the existing legislature in Virginia. In addition, it lists proposed bills that have not 

been passed into law due to a veto by the governor or rejection by the General Assembly. 

Themes that emerged from this review were (1) positive and negative impacts that local authority 

over charter schools have; (2) positive and negative effects that a state authority has on charter 

schools, and (3) arguments for and against alternate approval processes for public charter schools 

in the United States.  

Opponents of Virginia Charter Schools and charter school approval by any means other 

than local school boards argue that charter schools take revenue away from already poorly 

funded local schools (Reckhow, 2015). They concluded that lack of transparency, the very minor 

increase in test scores, if any, and the opportunity for corruption, makes the investment of charter 

schools risky and not worthwhile for districts (Carlson, 2012). Critics such as the Virginia 

Education Association (Portillo, 2015) felt that local schools do not adequately meet the needs of 

minority students and are not ethnically diverse, usually serving one particular minority or no 

minorities at all being a virtually 100% Caucasian school.  Researchers who have assessed 

charter schools state that these schools “further exacerbate marginally segregated school districts 

and possibly increase segregation in more diversified districts by way of the design and 

accessibility of some charter schools” (Klein, 2016, p. 22).  
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In looking at Appendices A and B and drawing conclusions from the literature it can be 

surmised that one of the major reasons the state of Virginia has such a small number of public 

charter schools is due to the process of approval. Approval from the local district as well as the 

state makes the process difficult and lengthy, with most districts not wanting to share their tax 

dollars with charters that lack oversight and transparency (Pattillo, 2015).  

Obstacles in the Charter School Movement 

Charters, regardless of their intent, have become a threat to democratically governed, 

neighborhood public schools. Questions about their practices and their lack of accountability and 

transparency in both management and budget are increasing as their numbers grow. Those that 

believe in the mission of public schools seem to be the most offended by the adjective “public.” 

in front of the word “charter.” Charter schools are privately run academies funded by taxpayer 

dollars with many governed by larger corporations that are either for profit or not for profit, but 

the latter still presents financial opportunities for gains, although this varies from state to state 

(Strauss, 2016). Combined with the concept that democratic school governance is viewed as an 

obstacle and outdated by many charter school devotees, proponents of traditional public school 

education like New York City Public School Chancellor Richard Caranza and United Teachers 

Los Angeles President Alex Caputo-Pearl are not supportive of public charter schools as 

alternate forms of education (Yan, 2019). Save our Public Schools (a coalition formed by 

teachers unions, PTA committees, the Jewish Labor League, The Brazilian’s Women’s Group, 

the NAACP, the mayor of Boston and Senator Elizabeth Warren) educated the public of 

Massachusetts (Yan, 2019).  It argued that charters take money and students from district 

schools, are not held properly accountable, and privatize public education under a false guise. 

Opponents cited a high turnover rate of teachers (24%) as well as taking funding away from 
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district schools (Yan, 2019). According to Jason, this statement is true, but only in states where 

transfer funding per pupil follows the child (Jason, 2017).  

English Language Learners’ (ELL) access to charter schools has been a highly contested 

issue. Some districts appear to overrepresent their population of ELLs in charter schools whereas 

other districts seem to underrepresent their population of ELLs. As a public school funded with 

tax dollars, charter schools are not permitted to discriminate when enrolling students.  Buckley 

and Sattin-Bajaj (2011) examined the enrollment of ELLs in schools, both charter and 

traditional, in New York City. They found that most charter schools enrolled a smaller 

percentage than did the district, however there was some variance. In 2014, Winters conducted a 

follow-up study and came to a similar conclusion. He found the key reason to explain the 

underrepresentation of ELLs in New York City Charter Schools was due to the fact that ELLs 

were less likely to enroll in charter schools during “gateway” grades, such as kindergarten, for 

elementary and ninth grade for high school (Winters, 2014).   

Of ten different urban areas with high ELL numbers in ten different states, Garcia (2015) 

found that ELLs in three districts were overrepresented, ELLs in four districts were 

underrepresented, and equally represented in one district. Two of the districts did not have 

quality data to make a determination. Similar to the findings of Buckley and Sattin-Bajaj (2011), 

the data were varied, and the proportions of ELL students served ranged widely by state and 

community. Despite the conclusion that Garcia reached, that more data needed to be gathered in 

order to see if ELL students were being appropriately served in charter schools, a few 

recommendations were made about ELLs in charter schools. In order to avoid over or under 

representation in charter schools, design teams need to stick to data that represent traditional 

school district populations and mirror that. In addition to ELL representation, school policy 
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makers expressed concerns of homogeneity in schools that may in fact cause segregation and 

isolation of races. While some advocates of charter schools look to create a single race 

population for their students, “By supporting and catalyzing charter school leaders of color, we 

will facilitate their capacity to liberate marginalized students’ ability to pursue thriving, 

productive lives” (Charter Collaboration, 2018, p. 1) other researchers express concern over 

privatization and the segregated focus of charter schools (Patillo, 2015). Black legislators 

(Debray-Pelot, 2007), voters, and organizations such as the NAACP (2010) have shown 

opposition to vouchers and charters. However, there is also evidence of support for choice 

including a high demand for choice among Black students (Grady & Belick, 2010) and an 

overrepresentation of Black educators as charter school principals (National Center for 

Educational Statistics, 2012).  

According to Jason (2017), ultimately the quality of the charter starts with the authorizers 

Every year, 200 or so charters close due to poor management, a drop in student demand, a 

school’s financial hardship or mismanagement of finances. Every charter school has a state 

sanctioned organization that grants or renews its license, reviews its performance, and provides 

the guidelines for the charter (Jason, 2017). In the case of Virginia, the responsibility of granting 

charter status to a school falls both to the VDOE and individual school districts. According to 

Jason (2017) and Angrist et al. (2013), it is the belief that the quality of charter schools begins 

and ends with the authorizing organization, that has prohibited further bills and legislation to be 

passed in Virginia, keeping control of the public charter schools in the hand of the individual 

division school boards (Angrist et al., 2013; Jason, 2017). 
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Advocates and Opponents of Charter Schools 

Charter schools are criticized by opponents for privatizing public schools (Reckhow, 

2015).  Opponents, including teacher unions, as in the case of the West Virginia strike, 

emphasize that charter schools privatize public schools and that being “for-profit” results in less 

accountability and transparency than traditional public schools (Boesenbrg, 2003; Ravitch, 

2010).  In addition, groups such as the Chicago Teachers Union attack the venture capitalists 

involved in public charter schools claiming that they “use little black and brown children as stage 

props” to further their fight in expanding school options. The National Education Association, 

the largest labor Union in the United States, has stated that “privatization is a threat to public 

education, and even more broadly to democracy as a whole” (Reckhow, 2015, pp. 13-14).  

Opponents of charter schools state that the lack of oversight can be costly. Ohio charter 

schools have been found to inappropriately spend public dollars four times more often compared 

to their traditional school counterparts. Teachers unions and school board members are found to 

be the biggest opponents of charter schools because of their lack of transparency, the opportunity 

to “select” students that are higher performing, and the fact that school boards view charter 

schools as diverging funds from traditional public schools (Jason, 2017).  

Advocates for public charter schools suggest that competition and mandates like the 

choice system in No Child Left Behind allow families to opt out of failing public schools and 

enroll in other higher performing inter- and intra- district plans that allow students to go to 

schools outside their designated attendance areas (Patillo, 2015). Charter schools are generally 

granted more flexibility than regular schools; therefore, advocates argue that charters can 

develop more innovative programs. The schools are accountable to their authorizers for results 

but are free to try different ways of helping students achieve at higher levels or provide the 
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necessary remediation to make students more successful than in a traditional environment 

(Schemo, 2006).  Oluwole states that “… advocates view the opportunity of empowerment and 

control by the parent of their children’s education to be the main reason for support” (Oluwole, 

2019, p. 15). Schools that open up in predominantly Black pro-school choice neighborhoods 

receive support from parents and community leaders not because of privatization, deregulation, 

and competition but rather the ability of parents to control what school their children will attend 

and the staffing, governing board, and curriculum of these schools (Patillo, 2015). Researchers 

have found that the bridge between state authorizer policy and charter schools may rely on the 

creation of charter school districts. Scholars have stated that the political role in establishing a 

vision for a school community is paramount and having a superintendent and school board that is 

motivated to increase the authorization of charter schools can be a viable option for the creation 

of public charter schools (Allen et al., 2020).  

Summary  

Although started as an approach to reform the educational system of public schools, 

public charter schools have become a very polarizing topic in today’s society. The data on the 

performance effectiveness of charter schools is inconclusive and somewhat attributed to the 

diverse school types that exist within the country. Several studies have summarized the 

arguments and findings of school choice, charter schools, and student achievement. Despite these 

studies, no consensus has emerged and data to support both sides of the charter school debate 

exist. Advocates and opponents feel strongly about the charter school movement. This polarizing 

topic has affected public opinion and has even become part of many political debates. With 50 

different state educational laws and 45 different charter approval laws, charter school approvals 
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vary greatly from state to state along with the organizations that approve and govern them 

(USDOE, 2018).  

The purpose of legislation that was passed in the Commonwealth of Virginia in 1998 was 

to stimulate the development of charter schools, provide innovative opportunities for instruction 

and alternatives to assessment and provide options to parents and students within their school 

systems. The legislation was also put into place to give educators opportunity to establish 

alternative schools and scheduling options that better meet the needs of the students in the 

Virginia, and to develop school models that could be replicated in other public divisions 

throughout the state. The legislation gave local school boards the ability to approve charters and 

develop a contract between local school boards and the charter. Each charter school is subject to 

all state, local, and federal laws, and may not charge fees or discriminate students in any way. 

In addition to federal laws and state regulations, Virginia’s charter school legislation 

requires each school to comply with the Standards of Quality, meet or exceed the requirements 

of the Standards of Learning including making gains according to Every Student Succeeds Act, 

and comply with all federal anti-discrimination laws, and meet the needs of students according to 

IDEA (VDOE, 2018). These regulations and procedures from the VDOE have not fundamentally 

changed in the last 20 years since the legislation was passed with the local school board as the 

authorizer (VDOE, 2018).  
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Chapter 3 

Methodology 

The purpose of this study was to understand the continual operation of the first 

elementary public charter in Virginia in its attempt to provide alternatives in education aligned 

with charter school interests. The literature reviewed, qualitative interview results, and artifacts 

researched serve as information for scholars and practitioners in relation to the research question:  

What has enabled the first elementary public charter school in the Commonwealth of Virginia to 

be approved and to continue as a charter, renewed twice for a total existence of 10 years? 

This study of the opening and continued renewal of Patrick Henry School for Science and 

Arts (PHSSA) was based primarily on interviews with stakeholders at the inception of the school 

in 2007 through its opening in 2010 as well as a document analysis of supportive documents 

including its charter. The interviews were conducted in September, October, and November 2020 

one-to-one via Zoom due to the Coronavirus pandemic. Interviewees were education 

stakeholders involved in the charter schools’ establishment and continued charter renewal. No 

current employees of the Richmond Public School (RPS) system were interviewed, and all 

documents and artifacts examined were public knowledge, based upon the interviews and 

available materials from the Virginia Department of Education (VDOE) and available media 

sources. Permission from RPS to use the name of the school in the study was received. The 

researcher identified and investigated (1) key components of the process needed to both start a 

public charter school and receive continued renewal as a means for alternative public education, 

and (2) the role state testing plays in the charter renewal process.   

Nine stakeholders were interviewed for this study, and 15 were invited to participate. 

This group was comprised of parents, former school board members from RPS, a representative 
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of an advocacy group for racial equality, and city council members. The interview protocol was 

followed as described in the Data Collection section. Interviews were digitally recorded and 

transcribed using a transcription service. Transcriptions were provided to the participants and 

they verified their record of responses. 

Coding, according to Creswell (2015), is the process of analyzing qualitative data by 

taking it apart and then putting it back together to see what meaning emerges. Transcriptions 

were coded as well as public documents using codes like charter school, success, procedure, 

community, which were starters taken from the research questions and literature search terms. 

Notes were organized into categories that created a record that included responses and key 

similarities and differences in responses. Collecting data, selecting interviewees, conducting 

interviews, and analyzing data followed. To obtain reliability within the coding and themes, a 

doctoral graduate (of Virginia Tech’s Educational Leadership and Policy Studies program) 

reviewed a sample set of data and coded separately. The codes were then compared on the 

sample data set and themes were identified. The analyzed data were reviewed to determine the 

opinions and ideas of what makes a charter school successful. In addition, coding helped 

determine the key strategies and concepts in the formulation and continued renewal of a public 

charter school to propose strategies and potential solutions to the problem of how charter schools 

can remain in operation despite lack of accreditation.  

Research Design Justification 

This study adds to the literature concerning the startup and maintenance of public charter 

schools with school boards as a grantor, as well as strategies and potential solutions for charter 

schools that may not be considered successful due to public opinion but will continue to remain 

operational and successful in charter renewal. Qualitative methodology was used to identify key 
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strategies for a successful charter school in Virginia, both in inception and maintaining the 

charter through the renewal process. The practical outcomes identify what makes a public charter 

school a success both as a start-up, as well as to maintain that charter. An additional outcome of 

this study is a potential roadmap for those seeking to create a public charter school in Virginia. 

Research Questions 

The main research question for this study is, what has enabled the first elementary public 

charter school in the Commonwealth of Virginia to be approved and to continue as a charter, 

renewed twice for a total existence of 10 years? 

Sub questions are: 

1. What decisions led to the formation of the first elementary public charter school in  

Virginia, Patrick Henry School of Science and Arts?  

2.   What were the experiences of community members [e.g., parents, school board  

       members, community leaders] who were part of the formation of this school?  

3. Do these stakeholders consider the school an overall success in the past or currently? 

If so, how is that success defined?  

Study Setting and Participant Sample 

The study setting was the community and stakeholders involved in PHSSA in Richmond, 

Virginia. This school became the first elementary public charter school in Virginia and has been 

renewed twice for a total of 10 years in existence.   

Participants were chosen using criterion sampling from people who have knowledge and 

direct interaction with the matriculation of PHSSA. They were preselected using a specific 

criterion of importance based upon their experience and knowledge of the school’s inception 

from beginning until present. These participants are three members of the community advocacy 
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group of parents that began this movement, three members of community stakeholders that were 

looking to achieve racial and ethnic equality in the school, and three members of the school 

board and state governing bodies that granted approval for the startup of the charter during the 

2007-2010 time period. A letter was sent to the participants explaining the study and requesting 

participation and once they agreed to the interview, the dates were set for the interview. 

Data Collection Procedures 

Data collection for this study has already been described in many key respects. Each 

interview took up to 45 minutes and followed the interview protocol and was audio recorded. 

The transcription was analyzed looking for common themes and trends. In the Data Analysis 

section further details and procedures are discussed, including the steps for obtaining permission. 

Each participant participated in a single one-on-one interview via Zoom during the pandemic 

when convenient to them.   

Study Approval Process and Timeline  

1. The researcher completed the Virginia Tech Institutional Review Board (IRB) 

training through the coursework prior to conducting the study. CITI training on 

Behavioral and Social Research was completed July 2019 (see Appendix D for the 

certificate).  

2. The IRB Research Protocol (see Appendix E) was completed and permission was 

obtained to conduct the study from the Virginia Tech IRB (July 2020). 

3. A letter was sent to the participants explaining the study and requesting participation 

(see Appendix F). Because no interviews were conducted with currently employed 

RPS personnel there was no need to obtain permission from the school division 

superintendent to complete the interviews; however, permission was received from 
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the school division to use the actual name of the school in this study (see Appendix 

G). 

 

Instrument Design and Validation 

Validity is one of the main strengths of qualitative research that includes certain 

procedures in order to create an interview protocol. Creswell (2018) suggested that the  

following steps be included for a study to be valid, which were all followed as part of the 

interviewer protocol.  

• Determine research questions ahead of interview. 

• Identify the best interviewees that can answer the questions based on purposeful 

sampling that will include parents, board members both past and present of Richmond 

City Schools, members of equity organizations such as the NAACP, and other 

community stakeholders. The interviewees will remain anonymous, yet the school 

will be identified throughout the study thus needing the descriptions of the 

stakeholders to be vague and general in their role.  

• Collect data using a recording process when conducting one-on-one interviews that 

will later be transcribed using a transcription service.  

• Design an interview protocol or guide specific to the study that includes questions 

that will cover the main research question as well as the sub-questions. 

• Refine the interview questions through pilot testing. 

• Locate a distraction-free place for the interview.  

• Obtain consent from all interviewees to participate in the interview approved by the 

IRB. 
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• Follow appropriate procedures for the interview. 

• Email a copy of the transcript to the interviewee for verification.  

The main focus was what has enabled the first elementary public charter school in the 

Commonwealth of Virginia to be approved and to continue as a charter, renewed twice for a total 

existence of 10 years. Responses to the research questions were generated through interviews 

with community leaders, parents, and political leaders like former school board members. These 

interviewees were anonymous, but the school was identified; therefore, the decryption of the role 

that each interviewee played needs to remain relatively non-descript to protect their anonymity.  

The PHSSA Interview Questions follow. 

Category 1: Questions addressed to community and city leaders involved in the initial 

development of PHSSA.  

1. Do you know how the decision to create an elementary charter school in Richmond 

came about and who was involved in creating the school? 

2. What problems and or opposition arose in early development? How were they 

addressed or resolved? 

3. Do you consider the school a success? Why or why not?  

Category 2: Questions addressed to political leaders, school board members, and elected    

officials involved in the PHSSA charter. 

1. How did you feel about the creation of Patrick Henry? Did you always feel this way?  

2. What reservations did you have about the creation of Patrick Henry?  Did you address 

these reservations? If so, how? 

3. What problems arose in early development of the creation of Patrick Henry? Were 

you involved in the resolution of these problems? If so, how?  
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4. What do you see as the notable success or achievement of the school? Why do you 

think that these are notable successes? 

5. Has your opinion of the school and or your support of the school changed in the last 

10 years? Why or why not? 

Category 3: Questions addressed to parents and other people involved in the charter 

school startup:   

1. Why did you decide to become involved in starting an elementary charter school in 

Richmond City?  

2. What were some of the major obstacles you encountered along the way? How did you 

address these obstacles?  

3. What aspects of the school work well and what aspects seem to need work even after 

two charter renewals and 10 years? Do you consider the school a success and if so, 

why?  

4. Would you like to see the charter school movement in Richmond City continue? If so, 

how? When? 

In addition to pilot testing the interview questions and procedures, Table 1 was designed to 

ensure alignment between the interview questions and research questions. 

Limitations/Delimitations 

Regarding limitations, this case study is about the first elementary charter school in 

Virginia, which due to its sample size was limiting. It only considers the opinions, events, 

procedures and viewpoints of the stakeholders involved in PHSSA, excluding the viewpoints of 

community members and others not involved in this startup endeavor. The data results cannot be 

applied to all public charter schools as the startup of each school is unique, however it can 
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provide suggestions. Nine interviews in three separate categories of stakeholders were limited to 

those that were part of the PHSSA charter process.  

Table 1 

Alignment of Research Questions, Data Sources, and Analyses Procedures 

Research Question Alignment Table 

Research Question Data Sources Data Analyses 

RQ: What has enabled the first 

elementary public charter school 

in the Commonwealth of 

Virginia to continue as a charter 

despite its current lack of state 

accreditation? 

Qualitative interviews 

and viewpoints of 

stakeholders 

Deductive coding: Code 

responses by definition of 

success and strategies for 

the startup 

   

Sub Questions:   

   

Definition of charter school 

success 

Interview questions 3 

and 4 in categories 1-3 

Code: Success 

Identify common themes 

that define success in 

stakeholders 

 

Common themes in public 

charter school setup 

Interview questions 1-3 

in all interview 

categories 

Code: Setup 

Identify common themes 

that assisted in school 

approval 

 

Regarding delimitations, a case study design allowed for exploration of the problem and 

questions being asked. An in-depth look was provided of a public charter school where multiple 

variables being studied can be viewed all at once. All interviews were conducted  and bias was 

controlled because the interviewer had no ties to the community or school system in which the 

school resides. Permission to gain access by a school system was not needed, thus data were 

based on public or interviewee opinion.  
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Data Treatment and Management 

All data (e.g., interview transcriptions) were stored on the researcher’s private laptop 

computer, which is password protected. Following the completion of the study, data were kept 

on a shared password-protected Google drive with access granted only to the researcher and 

dissertation supervisor. Data reviewed from the state as well as other public documents were 

stored on the state’s educational website (www.vdoe.gov).    

Data Analysis 

Data analysis involved identifying themes and relationships among the data. After 

researching appropriate models of analysis, the researcher read through the transcripts coding for 

overarching themes and then merged them into key ideas, and finally interpreted the data to 

make summarizations and generalizations. Coded themes were entered into a Microsoft Excel 

sheet to organize the data collected. The process for the data analysis followed this outline as 

suggested by Creswell (2018).  

• Read through transcripts to form initial codes and over-arching concepts in the data 

• Using the case description classify the coding into themes involving success and 

process of approval of public school charters 

• Establish patterns from the themes to develop interpretations  

• Develop interpretations further and use generalizations to represent and visualize the 

data into trends and meaningful data 

A list of codes was developed and derived from the research questions. A method of 

deductive coding was used to review and analyze the transcribed material from the interviews to 

assist in the organization of themes. The interviews were coded according to these key points: 

• Common obstacles met during the approval process 
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• Strategies used to gain approval for the charter school 

• Strategies used to maintain the charter and gain renewal  

• Common definitions of charter school success  

Coding in the data summary form aided in organization and identifying overarching 

themes. Common themes in definitions of school success, strategies to acquire charter school 

approval, and strategies to gain renewal status for at least 10 years following initial school 

matriculation were areas of focus during this process. Following this coding connections were 

made and data was synthesized  to complete the analysis that answered the research questions.  

Summary 

Chapter 3 provided an overview of the qualitative research design and justification, study 

site and participants, limitations and delimitations, procedures for collecting analyzing and 

maintaining data, as well as a timeline for completion. One-on-one interviews with the 

participants provided access to their understanding of strategies used to implement and maintain 

a public charter school in Virginia as well as the school’s success by stakeholders with an eye on 

charter renewal going forward. Chapter 4 describes the events leading up to the approval of 

PHSSA. In addition, it provides information about what the participants consider a successful 

charter school and whether they would like to see the charter movement continue in RPS.  
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Chapter 4 

Data Analysis 

The purpose of this study was to describe and analyze the events and actions that led to 

the establishment and operation of Patrick Henry School of Science and Arts (PHSSA). 

Furthermore, analysis also identified what participants considered a successful charter school and 

whether the charter school studied was considered a success as defined by community leaders, 

parents, and other upstart stakeholders.  The following themes were identified based upon the 

responses to the interview questions:  

1. Major obstacles of PHSSA were viewed as public perception, budget, discrimination 

and race relations, equity, the public school system not wanting a charter, and a 

curriculum that did not align with Standards of Learning (SOL) or provide innovative 

methods toward education.  

2. The perception by the public of a school for white children started by white parents  

in an inner city that was comprised of 55% African American, 40% Caucasian, and 

5% Hispanic was one of the greatest obstacles the charter school had to overcome 

before opening. This perception had to be addressed and subdued with the 

implementation of a lottery system and a comprehensive diversity plan before the 

school received school board approval.  

3. Richmond City Public Schools (RPS) as a whole was not supportive of the opening of 

PHSSA. This lack of support included many school board members. Multiple votes 

were taken and the school board struck down approval until certain criteria, like a 

comprehensive diversity plan, were met.  
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4. The keys to a successful approval by the RPS school board for PHSSA were outside 

funding, community support, government support, a change in public perception 

about the demographic of the school children attending, outreach to the community, 

and a racial makeup of the school that matched the neighborhood. These issues were 

not addressed or met early on in the approval process, so changes had to occur before 

approval was granted.  

5. The notable successes of the school identified in the interviews were: charter 

renewals twice over the past 10 years, a waitlist for the school that demonstrated its 

support within the community, racial equity that continues to mirror the neighborhood 

in which it resides, a curriculum that is both unique and enhances student and 

environment alike while aligning with the SOLs, and the fact that the school has 

remained Virginia SOL accredited since the 2016-2017 school year. Further 

explanation of the findings is discussed in Chapter 5.   

All 9 participants responded to 3 to 5 questions based on their role in the startup of 

PHSSA. All the interviewees were a stakeholder in the startup of PHSSA. Interviewees were two 

former teachers, two city council members/former school board members, a former high-ranking 

member of the Virginia Department of Education, two parents, and two community leaders. All 

interviewees were involved in the startup in 2007-2010; however, only one remains involved in 

PHSSA through community leadership and is not employed with RPS (see Table 2). 

All interviewees responded to the primary research question: What were the major obstacles 

involved in the startup of PHSSA and how were they addressed? Additional questions included: 

1. What do you consider notable successes of the school? Why do you consider these 

successes?  



 

37 

 

2. What is your opinion of the school and has your support of the school changed over 

the last 10 years? Why or why not?  

3. Would you like to see the charter school movement in Virginia continue, why or why 

not?  

Table 2 

Participant Information Based on Demographics 

Participant Gender Ethnicity Position Held at Startup 2007-2010 

01 Male White Community Leader 

02 Female White RPS Board Member 

03 Male White Parent 

04 Female White Parent 

05 Male Black Community Leader 

06 Female White RPS Teacher/Community Activist 

07 Female Black RPS Board Member 

08 Male Black Governor’s Office Official 

09 Female Black Retired RPS Teacher/Charter Board Member 

 

: 

Due to COVID-19, all interviews were conducted using the online platform Zoom, and 

then uploaded each audio-recorded interview to Transcribe me! transcription service. Then the 

transcribed documents were emailed to the participants for verification, after which data analysis 

was started by organizing the data into an Excel spreadsheet. Separate sheets for each interview 

question were created within one Excel file for data summary.  

The transcripts were read through multiple times, and then deductive coding was used to 

identify meanings. All codes were derived from the research questions (e.g., success) and key 

terms (e.g., public charter school) used to locate literature, and the codes were entered into the 

Excel file. Common themes and codes were identified based on participant responses. To ensure 

intercoder reliability, eight pages of one interview were independently coded by three doctoral 
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researchers before the current analysis was completed, and they identified the same or similar 

codes. Table 3 contains a sample of the researcher’s codes compared with raters’ codes. 

Table 3 

Sample Interrater Coding 

Researcher Rater 1 Rater 2 Rater 3 

Pushback from RPS 

pushback  

 

School board 

pushback 

RPS pushback School board 

Parents that formed 

the initial charter 

school petitioners 

 

startup parents  parent petitioners startup parents 

State constitution 

discourages public 

charters 

 

state setup state setup is against 

it  

state setup 

public perception  Richmond saw a 

White charter school 

in the city 

 

White public charter 

school 

Public view of city 

school 

racial discrimination racial discrimination racial issues race relations 

 

Transcribed interviews, and the Excel data summary sheets were uploaded to a shared file 

available to the researcher’s advisor, Dr. Carol A. Mullen. Interviewees were each assigned a 

number to keep anonymity as outlined in the research protocol. This chapter exhibits the findings 

for each interview question as these relate to the research questions (RQs) and secondary 

research questions (SRQs). Some interviewees’ quotes have been edited to increase clarity and 

reduce repeated words and filler words such as um and ahh.   

Analysis of Interview Questions 

Interview Question 1 (RQ 1)  

What were the major obstacles involved in the startup of PHSSA and how were they 

addressed? All nine interviewees shared their experiences and opinions of the major obstacles 



 

39 

 

PHSSA faced during the startup and charter approval process. Teachers, parents, community 

members and community leaders all felt that there were major obstacles with the formation of 

Patrick Henry. Responses stated were public perception, lack of diversity, the Virginia 

Constitution, the RPS School Board, the community, budget deficiencies, an underdeveloped 

curriculum, and issues with equity in an already segregated school system. Common themes 

included budget deficiencies, pushback from the city school board, public perception, state’s 

constitution, and promoting diversity.   

Table 4 

Major Obstacles Faced by PHSSA During its Approval Process 2007-2010  

Obstacle Participant 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

Budgeting/Funding X X X X X X X X  

State Constitution X  X X    X  

Public Perception X X X X X X X X X 

Curriculum Concerns   X  X  X X X 

Promoting Diversity X  X  X X X X X 

 

A community member stated that the main obstacle was really the school board, 

There were at least two or three big obstacles. Obstacle number one was just the 

pushback from the city school board. I'm trying to think of the right word. They were 

certainly indignant about it. They were not open to the process. As I saw, it was a group 

of parents looking for a good option for their children. So, this group of parents, 

independent of the school system, came up with this idea and were just seemingly 

appalled that the school system didn't just take it as it was. 
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Another community leader spoke about  the startup members not paying close attention to 

equity:  

I think what the charter school parents failed to recognize is the effect of opening a new 

school of choice within a system that's already highly segregated, and how they really 

have to attend issues of equity if they're going to do that in a way that wouldn't 

undermine the move towards more integration in the system. And I think that came 

through a lot of pushback that the early group received and then that group ended up 

expanding their [outreach to a more racially diverse population]. The leaders in that 

group started to shift towards a more diverse group. 

A parent said that the school system was not on board from the start,  

Coming into a mostly Black student population in RPS, the city population about even, 

but last census I looked at there were slightly more White residents than Black residents, 

both I think around 46%. But that represents a major shift even from a decade ago. So, 

the school district was kind of a bastion of power for a community, a Black community 

that to this day does not wield a lot of clout in the business sector, the private sector in 

Richmond. So, government and public education were going to be things that [were] 

clung to. And any incursion, any kind of power grabs or whatever you would call it is 

going to be looked at skeptically. But people in education, I think regardless of race are 

going to jealously guard their prerogatives anyway. So, in that way, Richmond probably 

wasn't typical. So, I mean, in a way, it was kind of miraculous that it went through. 

A Charter School Board Member focused on the obstacle of budget,  

There were so many question marks about the school, and at that point it was this teeny 

tiny charter school up against this huge public school district. Now, when you're talking 
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about resources, I mean, so the school district has a budget of, what, 275 million or 

something, and the charter school had no budget [laughter] or staff. It was all of these 

volunteers, and we're all spending hours and hours just trying to move this thing forward.  

A community stakeholder and former teacher in RPS noted that a lack of ”knowing the 

educational system” by startup parents and community members that were advocates of the 

school played a large role in the obstacles the school faced,  

So, I had been reading about the board and the difficulties that they had been having with 

getting buy-in from the school board, from the two public schools' school board. And 

because I was a retired educator from the two public schools and had spent my entire 

career with them, I felt that I had something to offer. I felt that I could be a bridge 

between the board and at least the school administrators. I thought if I could help them to 

understand the RPS’s culture, that it may help them somewhat. So, I volunteered to be on 

the board. Plus, in addition to that, I have always been an advocate for educational 

choice, that parents have a choice. And I'm not talking about a choice in terms of using 

public dollars to go towards private but a choice of choosing schools within a school 

division or a school district. You had persons on the board who did not have a strong 

background in education. They came from the corporate world. And so, it was a little 

difficult to get them to understand that education has its own set of policies that you had 

to follow.  

Additionally, one of the community members mentioned the Virginia Constitution as a major 

obstacle,  

…the Commonwealth setup is really geared against it. A company like Knowledge is 

Power Program (KIPP) or one of the other national companies can't really operate in 
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Virginia because you need to come in with a charter school that will basically be in place 

of a public school. But you need the public school system to agree to let you do their job 

with their money, but without their oversight. So, it's nearly impossible to make it 

happen.  

Interview Question 2 (RQ 2) 

What do you see as the notable success of PHSSA? Why do you consider these successes? 

Each of the nine interviewees shared their experiences and opinions of the notable successes 

PHSSA has had. Teachers, parents, community members and community leaders all felt that 

there were notable successes with PHSSA. The responses included: the diversity of the 

population, which is representative of the population in Richmond, the environmental Science, 

Math, Technology and Mathematics (STEM) based curriculum that is eco-focused, the 

accreditation achieved by the school in 2016-2017 that has been maintained, the fact that it is a 

beacon of the community where it resides, the fact that it is a school choice option, operating 

within RPS, and the outreach it provides as well as the choice it provides for parents in RPS.   

Table 5 

Notable Successes of PHSSA 

Successes Participant 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

Diversity of Population/ 

Outreach 

X   X X  X X  

STEM Curriculum  X X X   X   

SOL Accreditation X X X X X X X X X 

Community Beacon   X  X  X X X 

Educational Option   X X X X X X X 
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A parent involved in the startup stated that the school simply happening was a huge success: 

But I think there was a really amazing energy that happened around that school when it 

opened up, and I think that in itself is a success. Just this idea that a community could 

come together and make something like that, realize something like that is a success. The 

fact that the school is open now is a success. The fact that it is a diverse space that brings 

students of all types of backgrounds together. I think that's a success. 

A community leader focused on the academic success of passing the SOL: 

That's a success story. It's an academic success story. Now, apparently, it's a political 

success story since they managed to get their charter re-up. But it begs the question, well, 

if this is a success story, why aren't we replicating it? 

A former School Board member and presently City Council member discussed the success of 

leadership, the STEM curriculum, and being state accredited: 

Just finding and keeping a principal, the school leadership. I think that's the success of 

any school, and they had some ups and downs and some hiccups along the way with 

respect to finding the right [leadership]. One of the big successes is their ability to pursue 

grants in the areas of science and technology. I think that the creativity and innovative 

approach to their curriculum keeps it exciting for the students, and they've proven once 

they've got into their groove and got their curriculum pretty much mastered that their 

students are performing relatively better than general RPS schools are doing. Looking at 

standardized testing, the SOL reports, actually spending time in the buildings. I think how 

I measure success is when I observe students who are engaging, students who are 

smiling, the school meets most of those marks. 
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A government official and employee of the Governor’s office stated successes were in the 

makeup of the school the academics and the curriculum.  

And so, there were a couple of things that stood out for me as far as success of the school 

go. Number one, the fact that it was a school focused on a STEM subject that also wanted 

to branch off into Science, Technology, Engineering, Arts and Mathematics (STEAM) 

and did so through project based learning was a success. So for me, the curriculum and 

the push toward providing a different way of teaching and learning about the subject was 

exciting. Number two, the fact that you had a cross-section of Black, White, and others 

who said, "We want to put together a school," in a way that we often didn't find that kind 

of multi-racial approach to most things as relates to education, I think was interesting.  

Interview Question 3 (RQ 3) 

What is your opinion of the school and has your support of the school changed over the 

last ten years? Why or why not? Each of the nine interviewees shared their experiences and 

opinions of their support of the charter school initially as well as currently. Teachers, parents, 

community members and community leaders came into the process with opinions about the 

school. Some school board members went from negative to neutral but most positions remained 

the same, either supportive or not supportive throughout  the approval process as well as over the 

last ten years of PHSSA.  The responses included: Yes I support it because it is an option for 

parents that wanted other choices beyond the two RPS focus schools,  I support it because it is a 

school that has a STEM curriculum that is accredited, I strongly support it because it is a school 

this is diverse and representative of the city, I do not support it because it send a message to RPS 

teachers and administration that parents can do a better job of educating their children then the 

school can and not enough is being done in the schools,  I do not support it because it is a 
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“Whites” only school that creates poverty schools like Blackwell, and I do not support the school 

because I feel it is an attempt to gentrify the schools to help an RPS school get accredited.  

Table 6 

Opinion and Support of PHSSA Initially 

Support Participant 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

Strongly Supportive   X X      

Supportive  X      X X 

Neutral X     X    

Not Supportive     X     

Strongly Not Supportive          

 

Table 7 

Has your Support of PHSSA Changed Over the Last 10 Years? 

Change Participant 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

Yes X     X X   

No  X X X X   X X 

 

One community member and parent of students in other RPS schools stated that his support had 

changed, that the school was only meeting status quo.  

It’s a success that the school is still around, it has survived a couple rounds of renewals. 

On that level, sure, I supported it but their SOLs have been up and down and their 

administration has taken a long time to get straight. In the long run, after a decade or so 

of Patrick Henry, if you look at the test scores and how it does, it's right in there with the 

rest of the city schools. It's not off the charts. I don't know that, to me, accreditation is a 

success. Accreditation is like getting to work on time. And I don't know that you should 

compare Patrick Henry just to elementary schools in Richmond. And if you compare 
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them to schools in Henrico or Chesterfield, they're not middle of the pack, they're 

probably lower third. And should we strive to do well by Richmond standards or strive 

for our children to do well by state standards? So, they started out with high standards but 

really haven’t raised the bar much. 

An RPS school board member, despite voting for the charter to open, did not have high hopes 

and now feels differently.  

My opinion has changed, yeah, I think that once the school got up and running, the 

student population is very reflective of our overall school populations, even with respect 

to our special needs population. They had some challenges at the beginning. But I think 

that they've shown [great improvement] and one of the misnomers is that charter schools 

are not public schools. They are. There was a co-dependency on the school 

administration and the part of the charter leadership. And I think they made the 

relationship work, and it's a successful one. They made it a requirement for parents to 

volunteer a number of hours. And I thought for working parents that might be a 

challenge, especially working parents who have multiple children in different schools, 

but it seems to be working out. And they're offering flexibility and many opportunities 

for those parents to be able to meet the time commitment. 

Another start up parent and community advocate are supportive of the school and has not 

changed his/her opinion of the school, however, feels that the school has let the community 

down in certain ways, specifically representing the Latin X population.  

I think the other thing that I think is a promise of the school that hasn't fully been fulfilled 

is around the issue of diversity, equity, and inclusion. While the school is diverse in terms 

of numbers statistically from the lottery its 30, maybe 40% White, 60%, mostly all-Black. 
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We haven't really tapped into the Latinx community as much as I think we should have 

considering we're on the south side. But it's diverse racially, Black/White, and it's diverse 

socioeconomically. You want them to be that spaces where we can learn how to work 

together across those differences that reflect our larger community. But I don't think 

there's been enough intentionality around that. I think it's kind of like [not completely 

representative of the community around the school]. I think our numbers that emerge 

from the lottery show that its percentage is close, but I don't know if there's been 

intentional work to say, "How do we really tap into this diversity?  

An RPS school board member who supported the school in a vote for approval, but initially was 

neutral about the charter school, feels that it has not only met but exceeded his/her initial 

expectations.  

Yes, I think that allowing for the space for creativity and innovation, and they were able 

to access grants and funding sources that a typical public school isn't able to access. I 

would say we need more of what they're doing whether it's some university lab models 

or charter models. I think that, long term, it makes for a better academic experience for 

our students to have these kinds of programs. Looking at standardized testing, the SOL 

reports, actually spending time in the buildings. I think how I measure success is when I 

observe students who are engaging, students who are smiling, I look at the facility and 

how it's being maintained, the playgrounds, I look at the PTA meetings, how many 

parents are attending, and certain anecdotal indicators that I've seen consistent and 

successful school programming. They meet most of those marks. 

Finally, a former member of the Governor’s Office stated that despite him no longer being in 

Virginia and not closely following the schools progress he thinks the renewal indicates success: 



 

48 

 

I haven't followed the school probably in the last 6 years.  I would try to stay abreast and 

stay in contact with some of the stakeholders. I'm still supportive of everything that I 

said 10 years ago when PHSSA started, the fact that it's still here points to the right 

direction. There's still challenges, I'm sure, with the school. But I'm glad to still see it 

here. 

Interview Question 4 (RQ 4) 

Would you like to see the charter school movement in Virginia continue, why or why not? 

Each of the nine interviewees shared their opinions on whether or not PHSSA has created an 

environment that would cause them to want to see the charter school initiative continue in RPS. 

Teachers, parents, community members and community leaders all felt strongly as to why or 

why not the public charter school trend should continue. The responses included: “Yes, the 

school provides parents a choice in RPS and that is always good.” “Competition is important, if 

you want to make schools better you need to provide competition to get the schools to step up.” 

“PHSSA failed the system and the community, promising diversity and choice. It has become a 

school for the privileged and educated and it’s not good for the city.” “Yes. Why not use this 

opportunity to look at things differently? Education has been the same forever and it’s not 

awesome.” “Yes, I would like to see it continue if you can take some of the pluses of the charter 

school and let it operate under the school division itself like a magnet or theme school and take 

away some of the constraints while the school gets up and running like the SOLs.” “No, I think 

the school movement failed this time and will continue to fail and create poverty schools if 

allowed to continue.” “No RPS is in enough trouble with finances, charter schools are just not an 

option in the city or in this political landscape.” “I think PHSSA has its ups and downs, a lot 

needs to change before we can consider more charters, but it’s a start.”  
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Table 8 

Would you Like to See the Charter School Trend Continue in Richmond?  

 Participant 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

Yes/Choice  X  X X   X X 

Yes/Competition    X    X  

Yes/Accreditation  X X X X   X X 

No/Funding X     X X   

No/Lack of Diversity and Public 

Support 

X     X X   

A former PHSSA charter board member spoke of the positives that would be worth 

taking forward. Specifically, they felt that the idea of designing a school for your community is 

the ultimate goal of a public charter school. Taking advantage of that autonomy.  

I think if you can take some of the pluses of the charter school and let it operate under the 

school division itself, for an example, magnet schools or theme schools, where then you 

brought on a body of stakeholders for each school, who then you say, "This is your 

mandate. This is what you can do, what you can't do. This is what you have autonomy 

over. Now design your school for your community." Or, I think, particularly when it 

comes to Brown and Black children, if you had [designed the school for those children] 

taken that same charter school concept, in terms of giving the school the autonomy over 

certain things, and that the school division developed smaller academies, it would be a 

great addition to any school system but especially RPS.  

A parent and community member stated that public charter schools are not what RPS or Virginia 

needs due to racial inequity, jurisdictional boundaries, and an inability to design curriculum for 

the students of that community: 
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The answer to your question is no. I don't think charter schools are the end-all of 

education. It's been years since I covered schools for the paper, but I still obsess about 

this point as a parent. I think the biggest hindrance to education in Virginia is 

jurisdictional boundaries. There are I think it's 130 school systems in Virginia, every city 

and county has one, a few towns have them. One hundred thirty school superintendents, 

130 different administrative structures, and kids are bound by the bad luck or good luck 

of where their family lives. And I don't think that charter schools are what Richmond 

needs. What Richmond needs is somebody on the state level to break down the barrier 

that makes Richmond students and Chesterfield students creatures of different systems, 

and then design instruction to meet their needs. 

One of the original founding board members wants to see the trend of charter schools continue in 

RPS, but felt that there are so many aspects of PHSSA startup that were complicated, it would  

be hard to replicate it: 

I don't regret any of the time that I spent on Patrick Henry. And I am always willing to 

talk to people about their ideas and what they can do. And I talk to people over the years 

where I'm like, "Look, you're not ready." [laughter] And then I talk to people, like, 

"Okay, go back and do these things." But nothing really viable has come forward. So 

PHSSA, they had a good mission. They were really struggling with how to make it 

work. And honestly, again, in Virginia, you're going to continue to meet those struggles. 

Some days I'm like, "How did Patrick Henry even happen?" I mean, the thing that 

Patrick Henry had was a lot of community energy behind it. And that's why I say that 

[community energy and enrollment are the most important things].   
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Finally, another community leader that was actively involved in the startup is very skeptical of a 

future of other RPS charter schools due to older buildings and the amount of funding required to 

start the school initially:  

In the meantime, there is still the issue of funding and funneling away resources and that 

won't go away, especially in a school district where so many of the buildings are 

substandard and no money for new buildings. But they're still real equity issues, 

educationally and facility-wise in RPS and probably too many for them to feel 

comfortable divvying up resources for things that they don't feel like they have total 

control over. So, I think there's still going to be resistance. And I mean, Richmond’s not 

unique here. I mean, it's not like this thing has taken off statewide. So, I think power 

concedes nothing without a demand. I don’t think it’s a future for RPS. 

Summary 

 Nine participants responded to 3 to 5 questions about the startup of PHSSA. Emerged 

themes gathered from these responses included budget, political environment, equity of race, 

definitions of charter school success, a desire to see the charter school movement continue in 

RPS, and the rigidity of charter school laws in Virginia.   The nine participants’ responses to the 

interview questions and emerging themes from the data are discussed in Chapter 5. In addition, 

the following chapter identifies practical actions for communities and groups that can assist with 

researching the potential to create a public charter school in Virginia.  
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Chapter 5 

Findings, Implications, and Conclusions 

Introduction 

This research focused on the perceptions of community leader’s, parents, teachers, and 

stakeholders about the formation and success of a public charter school in a Virginia urban 

school division. The study addresses a gap in the literature by recording and analyzing the 

problems and successes of an elementary charter school that occurred during the authorization 

process. The purpose was to describe and analyze the events and actions that led to establishment 

and operation of Patrick Henry School of Science and Arts (PHSSA). This chapter contains an 

introduction, overview of the findings, and discussion of the findings, implications, conclusions, 

recommendations for further research, and reflections.  

Overview of the Findings 

Participants were nine community stakeholders (parents, teachers, school board members, 

community and founding members) in the formation of PHSSA. Based upon the interview 

questions six major findings emerged from the data analysis.  

1. Stakeholders stated that public perception, that included the RPS school board, of a 

predominately Caucasian school in an inner city was one of the greatest obstacles the 

charter school had to resolve before opening.  

2. Other major obstacles of PHSSA were viewed as public perception, budget, 

discrimination and race relations, equity, and a curriculum that did not align with the 

Standards of Learning (SOL).   

3. RPS was not for the charter school which included many school board members. An 

eventual vote of 5-0 (3 abstaining) passed the school after close to a year of meetings 
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deliberations and discussions, and the submission of a diversity plan the school board 

requested.  

4. The keys to a successful approval of a charter school were funding, community 

support, government support, a change in public perception, outreach, and a racial 

makeup of the school that matched the neighborhood. 

5. The notable successes of the school identified in the interviews were: charter renewals 

twice over the past 10 years, racial equity and demographics that continue to mirror 

the neighborhood in which it resides, a curriculum that is both unique and enhances 

student and environment alike, and the fact that the school has remained Virginia SOL 

accredited since the 2016-2017 school year. 

6. More than half of the interviewees supported that a charter movement in Virginia 

continue, and for those that supported the charter movement continuation, 

interviewees used PHSSA as a lens for how to continue the movement based on 

lessons learned from the original startup, and things they felt needed to change to 

make a more hospitable environment for the future.   

Discussion of Findings 

Finding 1 

Stakeholders stated that public perception, that included the RPS school board, of a 

predominately Caucasian school in an inner city was one of the greatest obstacles the charter 

school had to overcome before opening. Six of the nine participants discussed the fact that the 

public’s interpretation of the charter school was a predominately Caucasian school in an inner 

city. This public perception arose due to the startup members all being Caucasian and living in a 

particular neighborhood thus furthering the belief that the parents wanted a “private local school” 
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funded by public city money. The demographics of the neighborhood were 55% African 

American, 40% Caucasian, and 5% Hispanic which was not represented in the initial proposal 

for students attending PHSSA. This was later addressed when RPS required the charter school to 

become a lottery, allowing all RPS students to opportunity to apply and providing transportation 

for any student in RPS that were admitted.  

Finding 2 

Other major obstacles of the Patrick Henry School for Science and Arts (PHSSA) were 

viewed as budget, race relations and equity, and a curriculum that did not meet the SOL 

standards. All nine participants mentioned at least one of these obstacles as a major issue during 

the initial approval of the charter school. The charter school received a number of local and 

federal grants that allowed the school funding to “renovate” the building that was eventually 

provided for them by RPS, rent out the church that was the initial facility, provide funds to start 

the school including supplies, facilities fees, staffing salaries, and most of the money needed to 

start the school. Without these grants which came later in the process, the school would not have 

been able to be approved. In addition, the issues of race and equity were a problem.  

Outreach was necessary to educate parents throughout RPS about the new charter school 

and its curriculum focus on project based learning as well as Science, Technology, Engineering 

and Mathematics (STEM). Community parents were familiar with the new school but the rest of 

RPS was really not informed about the new school and its STEM curriculum ties to the 

neighboring park. Finally, participants mentioned that the standards outlined by parents and 

school board members were not aligned to the SOLs and this created a large chasm between 

school board, Virginia Department of Education (VDOE) and the charter founders.   
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Finding 3 

RPS was not for the charter school which included a lot of the school board members. An 

eventual vote of 5-0 with three abstaining,  passed the school after close to a year of meetings 

deliberations and discussions and the submission of a diversity plan the school board requested.  

The resistance PHSSA met from RPS school board was evident. Participants stated that many 

arguments and discussions occurred as the details of the school were being ironed out in an effort 

to have the school board grant approval. On more than one occasion they said that school board 

members objected to parents “running a school” with little information about how the education 

system works, took offence to the fact that parents were unhappy with current choices in RPS, 

and felt that race and equity were major factors that were ignored in the formation of this school. 

After more than a year of deliberations, and many new people coming on board to act as 

advocates for the school that knew the school system, a vote of 5-0 passed the approval by RPS 

for PHSSA.   

Finding 4 

The keys to a successful approval of a charter school were funding, community support, 

government support, a change in public perception, outreach, and a racial makeup of the school 

that matched the neighborhood. As mentioned in Finding 1, funding was a major part of the 

startup of PHSSA. Receiving both state and federal grants for the charter school was integral in 

allowing the school to even be presented to the school board as an option. In addition, many 

fundraisers were held for both funding and to bring outreach and public awareness to the 

community in hopes of finding support. Also as mentioned in previous findings, the need for 

government support in the form of assistance from Virginia’s Secretary of Education as well as 

backing from local teachers and other community members including the press helped to bring 
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approval to the school. Without the endorsement of the government and the community the 

school board at RPS would never have supported the school. According to participants, one of 

the much needed changes demanded by the community, the local advocacy groups, and the 

general public was to make PHSSA’s racial demographic as close to the makeup of the 

community it serves as possible. At the time of inception, the community was  55% African 

American, 40% Caucasian, and 5% Hispanic. For the first class at PHSSA in September 2010, 

the makeup of the students was very close to that demographic. This attempt at mirroring the 

community racial makeup helped with the public perception along with the support of 

government officials and former RPS teachers and board members that advocated for a new 

option in schooling in RPS.  

Finding 5 

The notable successes of the school identified in the interviews were: charter renewals 

twice over the past ten years, a yearly waitlist of 300 students for the school, racial equity that 

continues to mirror the neighborhood in which it resides, a curriculum that is both unique and 

enhances student and environment alike, and Virginia SOL accredited since the 2016-2017 

school year. Participants noted that even after the charter school received its approval there were 

other obstacles to keep the school open and the charter renewed. All nine participants stated that 

in order to keep the school open it must be viewed as a success. The most notable success that 

participants identified was the fact that it has been renewed twice and remained a school for the 

last ten years in RPS. That success was due to a continual attempt at an equitable makeup of 

students that represents the community in which it serves, a waitlist of over 300 students seeing 

acceptance at the school, with full attendance set at 350. The most common response to the 

question of whether PHSSA is a success came in the form of showing it is only one of 16 fully 
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accredited elementary schools in RPS (VDOE, 2019).  Finally, the school has been able to create 

a STEM eco-friendly curriculum that is unique to RPS with the use of Forest Hill Park that is 

both SOL aligned and VDOE approved.  

Finding 6 

More than half of the interviewees supported that a charter movement in Virginia 

continue, and for those that supported the charter movement continuation, interviewees used 

PHSSA as a lens for how to continue the movement based on lessons learned from the original 

startup and things they felt needed to change to make a more hospitable environment for the 

future.  Participants acknowledged that there were many lessons to be learned from the creation 

and continued renewal of PHSSA. They acknowledged that a political environment had to be 

“just right” and they acknowledged that funding needed to be there before the start of any “mom 

and pop” public charter that wasn’t nationwide like  Knowledge is Power Program (KIPPS) 

could exist. However, more than half of the participants also said that choice and having 

opportunities to create charter schools in Virginia would be something they would like to see 

continue under the right circumstances.  

Participants identified the difficulties with the Virginia Constitution, with the local school 

board being the only guarantor, as well as having a superintendent and school board in RPS that 

does not support public charters. Several participants declared that today’s current political 

environment would not be conducive to furthering RPS charter schools, however future climates 

may be more forgiving. They reported that lesson learned from PHSSA and their successes as 

well as failures would provide an excellent roadmap in the future.  
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Research Implications  

 Community members, teachers, advocacy groups and parents concerned about 

educational choice and wishing to start a public charter school in Virginia can consider the 

findings of this study.  

1. Charter school startup members should seek out the political landscape before 

entering into a charter school application. This recommendation is associated with 

findings 2, 3, 4, and 6. The political landscape that includes the local school board’s 

opinion on charter schools should be researched before creating a school. This is a 

needed support in order to get approval.  

2. Community member support and positive public perception should be gained before 

attempting to bring any charter school to a local school board. It is the community in 

which it resides, the voters or the school board positions that determine the overall 

drive for a charter school petition and its success with the school board. This 

recommendation is based upon findings 3, 4, and 6. 

3. Charter schools should be reflective of the community in which they serve. Findings 

1, 2, 4, and 5 suggest that a charter school must show inclusivity and be a mirror for 

the population and community which it serves. This is integral in getting public 

support a positive charter perception and provides an equitable foundation that will 

represent the students as well as staff.  

4. Funding should be acquired prior to submitting a charter school plan.  Based upon 

findings 2 and 4, obtaining appropriate funding through grants is a necessary piece of 

the approval process. Having the resources to start a school removes the budget 
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argument that many taxpayers and school boards use to not approve public charter 

schools.  

Conclusions 

This study addressed a gap in the literature regarding the creation and sustainability of 

public charter schools in Virginia by analyzing the problems and successes of the startup of an 

elementary charter school that occurred from 2007-2010. It added to the literature by identifying 

common themes in the definition of charter school success by various community stakeholders, 

as well as the strategies used to seek initial approval and maintain a public charter school in 

Virginia. The purpose of this study, which was to provide understanding of the creation and 

continued renewal of public charter schools in Virginia, has been satisfied.  Nine stakeholders 

including community leaders, school board members, parents and teachers involved in the 

creation and maintenance of the PHSSA in Richmond Virginia provided information that was 

analyzed.  

Beginning a public charter school in Virginia requires many variables to be in place to 

help with the approval process. Having funding, a student population that mirrors the community 

and is equitable, as well as political and public support are all needed in order to see success in 

public charter school approval by a local school board. These aspects are not easy to come by, 

however, by looking at a successful charter school startup in Richmond, Virginia, some of the 

paramount elements can be put in place to help in the approval process.  

Analysis of the interviews suggest that even with these variables in place the success of 

acquiring public charter school approval is difficult in Virginia due to one authorizer. The 

Virginia Constitution only allows local school boards final approval on a public charter school. 
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Political climate and governmental support are additional variables needed to increase the odds 

of receiving approval.  

Recommendations for Further Research 

Results of this study assisted in providing information to address a gap in the literature 

about the creation and sustainability of public charter schools in Virginia by recording and 

analyzing the problems and successes of an elementary charter school that occurred over the last 

10 years. Based on the findings, three areas of further research follow.  

Participants for these interviews were not chosen from active teaching or administrative 

positions at PHSSA.  

1. Additional interviews with current staff and administration might lead to other 

insights about ways the charter school continues to be a success. (Participants were 

not chosen from active teaching or administrative positions at PHSSA.) 

2. Further research on this topic could be expanded to include other public elementary 

charter schools in Virginia that have also been renewed and are viewed by school 

divisions as successful.  

3.  Further research could include more K-12 public charter schools in Virginia.   

Researcher Reflections  

As an educator involved in K-12 public schools for 25 years and an advocate for equity 

and choice when it comes to equal access for education, I am constantly on the hunt for ways to 

help students succeed. I became interested in public charter schools because I believe in public 

education, but I also believe that one size does not fit all. During my research, in talking with 

parents of the school, community advocates, retired teachers, and members of the charter school 

board, many of these stakeholders conveyed that they were looking for similar answers and 
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solutions to public education. One of the startup parents shared this with me when I asked about 

how they became involved in PHSSA,  

I mean, it really started out as a personal interest with my son and then daughter who 

would be of age at some point, too. But then, it evolved into a larger interest of believing 

in the philosophy of the school and wanting to see the school not only be successful, but 

to become an option not just for my kids, but for other kids in the city. With private 

school, I think philosophically, it's just not where I wanted to be. I'm a product of public 

school and believe in the system. 

 I hope this research gives other parents and community members who are seeking 

approval of a charter school in the Commonwealth of Virginia ideas and strategies that help them 

to start schools of their own. Readers can use this study as a reference for setting up alternate 

educational opportunities for families within the public school system and create equitable 

learning opportunities for all students. 
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Appendix A 

Sources Reviewed Regarding U.S. Public Charter Schools Legislation 

Author and Year Key Terms Method Policy Process to Get Approved/State For or Against State/Local 

Approval 

Ziebarth, 2017 Law, Public Charter 

Schools, Updates 

 

Quantitative 

 

Local and State Board Approval- Minnesota, Georgia, 

Nebraska, West Virginia, Arkansas 

Some for some against 

Weiss, 1997 Law, Charter Schools Quantitative 

 

State board-Massachusetts. This article highlights the 

urban areas like Boston where schools are consistently 

underperforming, and charter school shave provided 

viable alternatives to parents and state educational 

leaders.  

 

Only successful ones highlighted 

 

Kohler & Early, 2013 Charter Schools 

Rebuild 

 

Mixed 

Methods 

 

Local Approval, Independent board and State-

Louisiana This school started after Katrina was 

approved in a “disaster” situation and the process was 

not typical. Louisiana has the ability to approve in 

three ways, and all their public schools are public 

charter schools.   

 

5-year renewal. Thinks all three 

approval methods should be 

allowed 

 

Straite & Wilson, 1991 Schools of Choice in 

Detroit 

 

Interview 

 

No approval routine noted- Maine 

 

Some yes, some no 

 

 Charter Schools 

Minnesota 

Qualitative 

 

State approval by independent board- Minnesota has 

many different types of public and private charter 

schools and was the first state to allow charter 

schools. They are often the place that states look to in 

an effort to decide how to approve charter school law. 

 

Some schools renewed some 

failed. Believes in alt. methods  
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Author and Year Key Terms Method Policy Process to Get Approved/State For or Against State/Local 

Approval 

Mullholland & Berline, 

2004 

Charter Schools, Issues 

 

Interview/Mi

xed Methods 

Local and State Approval-Arizona, California, Texas 

This highlights a variety of approval methods from 

state governing to independent approval committees 

that have no ties to the state of federal education 

divisions.  

 

Not mentioned.  

 

Verven, 2017 

 

Support, Choice, 

Charter Schools 

Qualitative 

 

Illinois, Iowa, Maryland- This article goes into great 

detail about the process the three states use to approve 

charter schools. According to statistics reported by 

NAPCS Indiana ranks first for charter school law, 

Maryland last, and Illinois somewhere in the middle. 

The details as to why this is true are found in this 

article in the law review journal. 

 

Not mentioned. 

 

Garda, 2018 Charter School, 

Choice, Mississippi 

Interview Mississippi- State approval only. In 2009 CREDO the 

Stanford University Center for Research of 

Educational Outcomes determined that although 

policy has little effect on the success of charter 

schools, multiple authorizers correlate to a downward 

effect on student performance.  

 

Recommends that only state 

approve charter schools as to not 

decrease effectiveness. 

 

Green, Frankenberg, 

Nelson & Rowland, 

2012 

 

Social justice, charter 

schools, children of 

color, Latinos and 

choice.  

 

Qualitative Virginia roles are highlighted but substance is more 

about whether or not students are segregated in 

charter schools 

 

Recommends that states give 

local authority but be aware of 

potential segregation.  

 

Perry, 2017  

 

Inclusion, children of 

color, charter schools, 

segregation 

 

Interview Louisiana- proponents of alternate methods of charter 

school approval believe that inclusion is the key. Most 

disagree saying it’s a watered-down version of 

segregation.  

 

In places like the parishes of LA 

after Katrina where all charters 

are the norm, white charters 

received an A- or B rating and 

minority charters received a D or 

F rating. It is believed that this is 

due to segregation.  
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Author and Year Key Terms Method Policy Process to Get Approved/State For or Against State/Local 

Approval 

Heiling., Holme., 

LeClair, & Ward, 2016 

 

Separate, unequal, 

public charter schools 

 

Qualitative When dealing with special populations, i.e.: Special 

Education, English Language Learners (ELL), and 

economically disadvantaged the education in Charter 

Schools is unequal and separate. Local approval of 

state boards only. 

 

This topic of separate and 

unequal education seems to be 

the main argument used by those 

that oppose alternate approval of 

Virginia charter schools. By 

looking at data from other 

divisions, arguments laid out for 

lack of social in-justice can be 

more easily understood and 

questions can be more 

appropriately formatted as the 

interview process of the 

stakeholders in the approval 

process begins to take shape.  

 

Epps, Pegram, Reed, 

Sampe, & Warren, 2016 

 

Separate, unequal, 

public charter schools 

 

Qualitative 

 

When dealing with special populations, i.e.: Special 

Education, ELL, and Economically disadvantaged the 

education in Charter Schools is unequal.  

 

Oversight is essential to avoid 

social injustice 

 

Mullen, Samier, 

Brindley, English, & 

Carr, 2016 

 

North Carolina 

inequality, suggestions 

for improvement 

Qualitative Special education populations filing suit, separation 

bordering on segregation 

Main argument is that social 

justice must be looked and 

injustice must be avoided.  
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Appendix B 

Documents Reviewed Regarding Virginia Charter School Legislation 

Publication and Year 

 

Key Terms Periodical Passed? Why/Why Not? Ways this effects VA Charter Law 

NACS, 2017 

 

New laws, various 

states in US 

Online National 

Alliance of Public 

Charter Schools 

Passed in some states not in others Virginia was highlighted as a target state 

for regional approval for low performing 

schools, legislators feel that school districts 

in places like Norfolk and Richmond have 

consistently ignored their responsibility to 

educate students to the satisfaction of the 

state.   

 

National Conference of 

State Legislatures, 2018 

 

Political, state, charter 

schools 

 

Newsletter for 

National 

Conference of 

State Legislatures 

Charter school successes in various 

states 

 

A look at successful alternative approval 

routes for Virginia charter school law. That 

would include regional accreditation 

boards that approve charter schools.     
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Publication and Year 

 

Key Terms Periodical Passed? Why/Why Not? Ways this effects VA Charter Law 

Charter School Center, 

2018 

Laws, charter schools Charter School 

Laws Across the 

States:2015 

Rankings and 

Scorecards 

Scorecard for all 45 states with a 

link to each specific law 

Virginia scored 42 out of 45 and a grade of 

an F due to only one avenue of passing a 

charter school, no room for appeal, no 

autonomy from state federal or local laws, 

no autonomy for teacher, funds pass 

through the district at the discretion of the 

school district using ADM, and the state has 

imposed a defacto cap by not encouraging 

or working to improve the charter school 

environment 
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Appendix C 

VT IRB Training Certification 

 
  

Certificate of Completion
This certifies that

Tara Christine Bartlett
Has completed

Training in Human Subjects Protection

On the following topics:

Historical Basis for Regulating Human Subjects Research

The Belmont Report

Federal and Virginia Tech Regulatory Entities, Policies and Procedures

on

July 11, 2018
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Appendix D 

CITI Certification  

 

This is to certify that:  

Tara Bartlett  

Has completed the following CITI Program course:  

Social&BehavioralResearch (CurriculumGroup)  

Social&BehavioralResearch (CourseLearnerGroup)  

1 - Basic Course (Stage)  

Under requirements set by:  

Virginia Polytechnic Institute & State University (Virginia Tech)  

Completion Date Expiration Date Record ID  
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Appendix E 

IRB Approval 
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Appendix F 

 

Letter to Prospective Interview Participants 
 

Dear _________________________, 

 

I am a doctoral candidate in the Educational Leadership and Policy Studies program at Virginia 

Tech working under the direction of Dr. Carol Mullen. The topic of my dissertation study focuses on the 

process of granting and maintain charter renewal for Patrick Henry School of Science and Arts in 

Richmond, Virginia. The study will look at procedures that were followed to gain the charter as well as 

attitudes about the success of the charter and its renewal. As a member of the community and or a 

community leader who had a role to play in the creation of this school and or the renewal of its charter, 

I’m asking you to participate in the study. Your responses to the one-on-one interview will be kept 

anonymous and any identifying factors that arise from the interview will be kept strictly confidential and 

confined to the conditions of the research study.  

I am interested in your experiences as a stakeholder in the charter creation and or renewal of 

Virginia’s first elementary public charter school. The research will conform to the requirements set forth 

by Virginia Tech IRB. Thank you for your time and consideration in participating in this study. If you are 

willing to participate, please email me at [non-identifying]. 

Sincerely, 

 

Tara C. Bartlett 

Doctoral Candidate, Virginia Tech 
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Appendix G 

Email Permission from RPS to use Patrick Henry in Dissertation 

Good morning, Ms. Bartlett.  Regarding your question regarding RPS approval for research, 

provided your research remains related to the historical nature of Patrick Henry School of 

Science and Arts and all participants involved in your project are former staff/board members 

and parents of former students during the 2007-2010 time frame, and to be identified via public 

records and sources, formal approval from Richmond Public Schools to conduct this research is 

not required.   

 

Respectfully, 

 

Deanna Summerous, PhD 

Instructional Assessment Analyst 

Office of Academic Operations 
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Appendix H 

Public Charter School Interview Protocol  

 

 

Researcher: Thank you for agreeing to participate in this interview to help me collect 

information regarding the procedures and success of starting and maintaining a public charter 

school in the state of Virginia. For the purposes of this study, we are only speaking of Patrick 

Henry School of Science and Arts located in Richmond, Virginia and its establishment in 2010. 

Based upon your responses, follow up questions may be asked.  

 

Patrick Henry School of Science and Arts Interview Questions: 

 

Category 1: Questions addressed to community and city leaders involved in the initial 

development of Patrick Henry.  

1.Do you know how the decision to create an elementary charter school in Richmond 

came about and who was involved in creating the school? 

 

2.What was the role of the unions, National Association for the Advancement of Colored 

People (NAACP), and other advocacy groups in the planning of this school? 

 

3.What problems and or opposition arose in early development? How were they 

addressed or resolved? 

 

4.Do you consider the school a success? Why or why not?  

 

Category 2: Questions addressed to political leaders, school board members, and elected officials 

involved in the Patrick Henry charter. 

              

1.How did you feel about the creation of Patrick Henry? Did you always feel this way?  

 

2.What reservations did you have about the creation of Patrick Henry?  Did you address 

these reservations? If so, how? 

 

3.What problems arose in early development of the creation of Patrick Henry? Were you 

involved in the resolution of these problems? If so, how?  

 

4.What do you see as the notable success or achievement of the school? Why do you 

think that these are notable successes? 

 

5.Has your opinion of the school and or your support of the school changed in the last 10 

years? Why or why not? 

 

Category 3: Questions addressed to parents and other people involved in the charter school 

startup:   

1.Why did you decide to become involved in starting an elementary charter school in 

Richmond City? 
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2.What were some of the major obstacles you encountered along the way? How did you 

address these obstacles?  

 

3.What aspects of the school work well and what aspects seem to need work even after 

two charter renewals and 10 years? Do you consider the school a success and if so, why?  

 

4.Would you like to see the charter school movement in Richmond City continue? If so, 

how? When? 

 

Thank you for your participation. A record of the transcribed interview will be sent to you for 

verification.  
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