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Making Real Choices Happen in Traditional Public Schools:
Lessons to be Learned from Non-traditional Choice Settings 

by William. E. Bickel and Jennifer E. Iriti

   There is a growing body of knowledge about what works and what doesn’t 
in non-traditional, “outside” school choice settings such as charter schools. As 
more traditional school systems consider creating “inside” choices within a dis-
trict, their development can benefit from an examination of the experiences of 
the outside choice sector – what works, what doesn’t and why. In this brief, we 
seek to bridge the knowledge gap between outside and inside choice sectors 
by describing our recent research on a set of non-traditional schools – the un-
common practices being tested there and the structural and policy conditions 
that seem necessary to create those practices and support their potential effi-
cacy. The fundamental lessons to be learned: there are interesting and potentially 
valuable practices being tested in outside choice settings; and, it takes significant 
“experimental space” to support their implementation. Creating this experimental 
space means challenging traditional school structures and cultures. To attempt 
the practices without changing structures and culture risks creating choice in 
name rather than in substance. 

School choice has been a contested policy issue for decades. While vouchers 
and charter schools have been in the forefront of debates, other variations – such 
as access to alternative, faith-based, and private schools – are part of the increas-
ingly rich choice landscape in US basic education (Betts and Loveless, 2005; 
Hadderman, 2002; Hill, 2005; Lips and Feinberg, 2006; Stern, 2008). In simplest 
form, choice advocates argue that traditional public school settings do not ad-
equately serve all students and parents, especially those from low income and mi-
nority communities. Choice settings, the argument goes, offer the possibility that, 
unburdened from bureaucratic controls, and with a market orientation, schools 
in the choice sector can be more innovative and responsive to student needs, 
and thereby ultimately be more effective in attaining valued student outcomes. 
Further, choice proponents suggest that pressure from choice options external to 
the system will serve as a market force that can shape traditional public school 
practice. Opponents of the outside choice strategy contend that school choice 
approaches damage existing systems – draining the more talented students and 
district budgets along with them, and are often in actuality not very different from 
traditional schools in programs or outcomes. Choice is seen as a false concept 
that, often under the guise of market economics, offers educationally unsophisti-

MAJOR FINDINGS
Uncommon practices implemented in choice 

schools include looping, extended days, 
a technology focus, and partnerships with 

universities and businesses.
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Key school conditions that support these 
practices: a clearly defined and shared 

mission, non-traditional staffing practices, 
localized governance, and customer service 

orientation. 
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If those in traditional public school settings 
expect to undertake quality implementation 

of practices used in choice settings, they must 
attend to the conditions that support 

these practices.
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The purpose of this Learning Policy 

Center brief is to provide guidance on

the key structural and cultural 

conditions necessary to implement 

choices within traditional public school 

districts based on lessons from

non-traditional settings.
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ten seen as direct competitors and who 
in many locales have tepid relations at 
best. We make the assumption that it 
is strategically smart for educational 
leaders considering inside choice inno-
vations to tap the knowledge that has 
been generated.

The ideas in this brief are based upon 
research conducted by the Evaluation 
for Learning (EFL) project at the Uni-
versity of Pittsburgh.i This research 
was conducted as one component of a 
recently completed retrospective stra-
tegic evaluation of a private regional 
foundation’s multi-year, 15 million dol-
lar investment in four approaches to 
school choice (charter, alternative, and 
faith-based schools, and a scholarship 
program). In documenting the founda-
tion’s choice strategy evolution and 
effects, the EFL identified a number of 
uncommon practices that some of the 
sites were implementing, as well as 
key conditions that are central to the 
schools’ implementation of them. The 
study design is described in a separate 
“Research Methods” box on page 4.  
In the following sections we briefly list 
some of the uncommon practices we 
found in the outside choice schools. 
We follow this with a discussion of the 
key conditions that were necessary to 
carve out the experimental space to 
implement the practices. 

Uncommon Practices
Our research supports the idea that the 
outside choice settings studied do in-
deed offer a potentially rich context in 

The rationale for public schools devel-
oping these inside choices is twofold: 
1. by offering school choice, parents 
and students are ostensibly provided 
program and resource options that 
they otherwise would not have within 
their traditional assigned public school; 
2. inside choice options act as a market 
counter weight to externally developed 
choice options (e.g., charter, indepen-
dent, private, and alternative schools). 
By offering inside-the-system choices, 
public school leaders seek to develop 
legitimate school reforms while stem-
ming the flow of students to other 
choice settings and the budget losses 
that follow.

As traditional systems turn to the 
choice option, they often are going 
down paths trod by outside choice en-
tities – attempting to implement simi-
lar innovative approaches. Research 
on the outside choice schools offers 
important understandings about the 
promises and pitfalls associated with 
implementing choice. We do not make 
the assumption that external choice 
schools have all the answers, or are 
uniformly effective. The evidence 
makes it clear that there are success-
ful and unsuccessful outside choice 
schools (Center for Research on Educa-
tion Outcomes, 2009; Hill & Harvey, 
2006). This brief is not about taking 
sides on school choice generally, or 
on the inside/outside choice debate. 
Instead it is about exchanging lessons 
learned between outside and inside 
choice providers-- entities that are of-

cated parents promises, without deliv-
ering on substance (Campbell, DeAr-
mond, Guin, and Warnock, 2006; Betts 
and Loveless, 2005). 

As traditional systems turn to the 
choice option, they often are going 
down paths trod by outside choice en-
tities attempting to implement similar 
innovative approaches… it is strate-
gically smart for education leaders 
considering inside-choice innovations 
to tap the knowledge that has been 

generated.

School choice as a policy issue has tak-
en a new and important turn in recent 
years that is likely to have increasing 
impact on traditional school settings, 
especially in regions experiencing de-
clining student enrollment.  Compe-
tition for students has led a growing 
number of districts to begin to offer 
“choice” within traditional systems. At 
its core, the emergent policy seeks to 
create options for parents and students 
to choose where to enroll, beyond 
geographically bounded feeder-school 
patterns. These inside choices can take 
a myriad of different forms – special 
focus schools (e.g., science/math, in-
ternational baccalaureate, or language 
academies), opportunities for dual en-
rollment courses, schools with various 
types of community partnerships, and 
unusual daily and yearly schedules or 
grade configurations, among many oth-
ers. 
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One interesting finding in our research 
concerned the fact that similar uncom-
mon practices were implemented in 
quite different ways in several of the 
case sites.  Such instances offer the 
possibility of distilling important les-
sons about the impact of specific im-
plementation and context variables as 
they relate to operationalizing a given 
practice.  Below, we provide one brief 

puting; 
• Extensive systems for supporting 

post-secondary planning;
• Performance-based employment 

practices;
• Looping across grades; and,
• Intensive partnerships with universi-

ties or businesses aimed at providing 
students with authentic workplace 
experiences and possible place-
ments after graduation.

which to examine uncommon educa-
tional practice.ii A sampling of the spe-
cific practices identified in particular 
choice schools includes: 
•  Extended school day and year; 
• Extensive career development and 

workplace experiences involving in-
ternships, simulations;

• A focus on technology and its inte-
gration into the educational process 
at every level and one-on-one com-

Case of Learning from Uncommon Practices in Outside Choice Settings: 
High School “A” Implements Looping

What is looping?
Practice of having a set of teachers stay with a cohort of student across several grades. In this instance, high school 
faculty worked with the same students from the 9th grade through graduation. Each succeeding, entering ninth grade 
cohort was assigned its own faculty to follow it through the 12th grade. In the traditional public sector, looping is fairly 
uncommon though there are a number of instances of looping in the elementary grades. Looping is very uncommon in 
high school.

What were some of the reported benefits of looping?
• Trust was enhanced between teachers and students
• Ramp up efficiencies in the 10th-12th grades were accrued, with time saved not having to learn new classroom 

routines 
• Teachers developed deep knowledge of individual students– emotionally, academically – enabling the them to better 

tailor instruction, and to set challenging but reasonable expectations
• Teachers reported being  better positioned to help adolescents develop – the practice insures that teachers are fo-

cused on the students as well as the content
• Teachers had an unusual investment in and ownership of students’ progress since they would have them for four 

years
• The power of other school practices was intensified (e.g., workforce preparation, learning of 21st Century skills)

What were some of the reported challenges in implementing looping?
• Teachers and students that do not develop a good working relationship risk the danger of conflict, that if allowed to 

continue, could transfer across the entire high school experience
• The management of team expertise can be challenging.  For example, the school’s initial implementation of loop-

ing was done with founding (and senior) staff -– as the school grew each year and added new 9th grade cohorts, 
management had to find ways to redistribute senior personnel in order to permit experienced and expert teachers to 
be present on each cohort team

• The teaching of certain advanced subject matters needed to be planned in ways that permitted each student cohort 
to have appropriate access.  This required new staffing patterns and/or significant professional education for staff.
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illustration of the type of insights to be 
gleaned from an outside-choice school 
implementing uncommon practices.  
Our example is of one school’s use of 
looping at the high school level. We 
offer this example as illustrative of the 
potential knowledge base about a vari-
ety of uncommon practices that policy 
makers might access by examining re-
search on the outside choice sector.

Message for policy communities: 
Choice environments are important 
settings for the implementation and 
testing of uncommon practices. They 
can be significant sources of intelli-
gence (what works, what doesn’t, and 
why) on practices that are of interest to 
policy makers intending to implement 
similar reforms. 

What conditions must exist to 
implement uncommon prac-
tices?
The uncommon practices noted above 
reflect hard work and a variety of fac-
tors that either supported or had to 
be overcome in their implementation. 
The research team asked choice sector 
leaders about such factors: What were 
the key conditions for enacting their 
missions and associated uncommon 
practices? 
Four key conditions emerged: 

• A clearly defined mission and shared 
understanding of that mission; 

• Non-traditional staffing practices;
• Localized governance; and,
• Cultures with a “customer service” 

orientation
We briefly describe what our research 

told us about each.

Mission
The most successful choice entities 
stressed the value of having a core mis-
sion that served as a touchstone for key 
school practices. Recruitment of and 
communication with parents and stu-

dents, recruitment of faculty and cur-
riculum development were all explic-
itly shaped by a school’s sense of its 
mission. Each school, in effect, had es-
tablished a market niche for itself, and 
mission was central to this. Mission 
also played a significant role in engag-
ing faculties’ passion –- heightening 

Research Methods
• The study employed a mixed-method, modified case study design to 

examine a set of 15 educational choice entities that are or were former 
grantees of the Foundation.   

• A total of 21 semi-structured interviews were conducted with leaders of 
each choice entity, representatives of the traditional public school system, 
others engaged in providing some type of educational choice but not a 
Foundation grantee, and leaders in educational advocacy and policy orga-
nizations in education in the region.

• Foundation records regarding the fifteen choice grantees were accessed, 
(including grant applications, grant reports, and financial records), as well 
as publicly available materials (e.g., organization websites, newspaper 
stories, student performance data).  

• The qualitative data for each choice entity were analyzed thematically 
against a constant frame of market segment and feeder pattern, mission, 
educational innovation, targeted outcomes and performance data, funding 
sources, political context, accountability mechanisms, who makes the 
choice to enroll, key levers for enacting the vision, and key organizational 
challenges.

• Quantitative data (demographic and enrollment patterns, performance 
data provided by the schools) were analyzed using descriptive statistics.  
Individual profiles for each entity were prepared and these were the basis 
for synthesis and analysis by choice sector and in cross-sector compari-
sons that identified similarities and differences in patterns of driver effects 
(Iriti, Bickel, 2009).  The fact that the various choice models were operat-
ing within the same regional policy and political contexts strengthens the 
researchers’ ability to compare and contrast within sector patterns.

• Multiple research reports were prepared for the foundation and educa-
tional research audiences (Iriti, Bickel, and Nelson, 2009).
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their identification with the school and 
their commitment to its goals. Mission 
typically drove programming and cur-
riculum with significant allocations of 
time in the day to accomplish core ob-
jectives such as deep and systematic 
workforce experience. Mission typi-
cally was a deciding factor in the deter-
mination of use of human and material 
resources. For example, in one school 
where the mission was clearly oriented 
to career and workforce, a “transition 
coordinator” position was established 
to monitor and support student prep-
arations for the transition from high 
school to post secondary education 
or the workforce. When this level of 
staffing was seen as powerful but not 
meeting demands, a second position 
was added. 

Staffing 
A range of flexible and non-bureaucrat-
ic staffing policies were uncovered in 
choice entities. The schools can recruit 
and hire according to the underlying 
principles of the school and deploy 
their human resources as needed. This 
gives the school the ability to set work 
rules, establish the desired professional 
culture, and set school-specific per-
formance expectations. Most teachers 
were “at will employees” with merit-
based rather than tenure-based pay 
structures. Evaluation was linked to 
performance, which in turn was con-
nected to goals and mission. Poor 
performance can result in loss of posi-
tion. Assignments were driven by mis-
sion and student needs, not seniority. 

The redistribution of senior teachers 
in the instance of looping described 
in the previous section is a good ex-
ample of how educational needs 
trump traditional work rules. In some 
cases performance incentives were in 
place, tied directly to a school’s mis-
sion. In one school where a number of 
students were falling behind academi-
cally, teachers were offered extra pay 
to develop and implement specialized 
after-school tutoring projects. In an-
other, significant incentives were in 
place to encourage individual teachers 
to apply for “Master Teacher” status 
on the faculty. The process was per-
formance-based, using explicit criteria, 
extending over a year’s time and em-
ploying a variety of authentic assess-
ment strategies of the teachers’ capaci-
ties, with a final decision based upon 
review by a master teacher panel and 
school instructional leaders. Master 
teachers earn more money but have 
additional responsibilities in the school 
that go beyond classroom instruction 
(for example, participation in school-
wide policy decisions, and formal fac-
ulty development role with less experi-
enced teachers).

Governance
Boards in the choice entities investi-
gated generally confined themselves 
to broad issues of policy and finance. 
Few instances of Board micro manage-
ment were reported by school person-
nel. Operational (including significant 
financial) decision making was mis-
sion and school driven, and “close to 

the action.” This meant that decision 
making was flexible and responsive to 
emergent needs. In some cases faculty 
were deeply involved in both problem 
identification and problem solving. An 
example of this occurred in one school 
early in its development where the 
faculty recognized that a significant 
number of ninth graders were failing. 
Meetings were called across grade lev-
els and the problem was revealed to 
be students’ accumulations of “zeros” 
or missing assignments rather than a 
lack of mastery of the content. Within 
a month the school faculty with techni-
cal outside assistance (paid for by the 
school) developed an “early warning 
system” that identified students who 
were on track to fail due to missing 
assignments and triggered teacher in-
tervention before it was “too late.” 
This became a school-wide practice 
immediately and significantly reduced 
the problem of student failure based on 
incomplete work. 

Culture of Customer Service
A theme that was common to the 
choice schools was a recognition that 
their existence depended upon ongo-
ing student and parent support. The 
school’s life rested on how well it was 
perceived to serve its market. Numer-
ous references were made to the no-
tion of being customer oriented. This 
took various forms. The educational 
experience of students was personal-
ized. Significant efforts were made to 
monitor student progress and to keep 
parents (and students) informed. Some 
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The practices alone are not likely to be 
sustainable without these conditions. 
Whether fully successful or not –- and 
the record is certainly mixed -- the 
grounded experience of the outside 
choice sector represents a potentially 
significant body of knowledge that can 
inform policy makers turning to the 
choice option inside traditional school 
systems. Connecting to the research on 
outside choice can lead those develop-
ing inside choice to target appropriate 
practices and conditions to increase 
the chances that the goals of the inside 
choice endeavors are realized. 

Endnotes
i See http://www.lrdc.pitt.edu/projects/project-
lab.php?id=32

ii The idea that choice settings and charter 
schools in particular can be contexts for innova-
tive practice is supported by a number of na-
tional research studies.  See for example, Mers-
eth, 2009; CRPE, January 2007; and Lake, 2007.

iii It is worth noting that substantial efforts have 
been made in the past few years to enhance 
the rigor, quality, and relevance of research on 
choice reforms.  The work being promulgated 
under the auspices of the National Charter 
School Research Project at the Center on Rein-
venting Public Education, University of Wash-
ington is a good case in point.  See for example 
Betts & Tang’s review of value added and ex-
perimental studies of charter effects on student 
achievement (December, 2008).  These and 
other examples that could be named are aimed 
at informing current policy debates.
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Summary 
Recommendations 
for the Policy 
Community
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can produce innovative/
effective   practices. There is 
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environments. It behooves 
those who would create inside 
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innovative practices requires 
reexamining traditional 
structures and cultural values 
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mantle without committing to 
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standard operating procedures 
and values.
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