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Vacuuming the house. Working at Toys “R” Us. Filling in workbooks. Reading Stephen King. Getting computer spreadsheet lessons from a neighbor.

This is what high school has come to look like for some students at Visions in Education, a popular charter school created by the San Juan Unified School District.

One of the newest, largest and fastest-growing public schools in California, Visions uses a stateauthorized system of education called Independent Study. Paid for with $250 million a year in tax dollars, it is a hazy corridor of education that has swept up thousands of boys and girls in California in recent years—with little public scrutiny.

Independent Study students generate the same amount of money for districts and charter schools -- $4,500 to $5,000 per student in basic state funding—as students who sit in traditional classrooms for six or seven periods a day.  However, it often costs as little as half that amount to deliver their education.

Under the system, teenagers don’t go to regular schools.  Many see a teacher once a week for an hour, or even less frequently. The kids study when they feel like it, choose their own books at times and are solely responsible for what and whether they learn.

“It’s bizarre,” said Joyce Arredondo, a prominent youth advocate who runs the North Area Teen Center on Fair Oaks Boulevard. “I’m seeing so many kids going this way.  Their days are just aimless. A lot of them are kids who already lack motivation. How can we possibly entrust them to do this on their own?”

Advocates insist Independent Study programs offer a quality learning option for kids, that their very existence is a reflection of a failing public school system. Visions, for example, is attractive to many families, including those involved in home schooling.

But an in-depth review by The Bee indicates that, in general, such schools are turning in poor performances when it comes to student achievement. Independent Study schools generate some of the lowest test scores in the Sacramento region, reaching down to the nation’s 17th percentile.

California now has more than 60,000 Independent Study students in grades nine through 12. That’s almost double the number of a decade ago and enough to fill 30 good-sized high schools. Locally, 8,000 high school students now walk this path; 10 years ago, there were 2,200 in the six-county Sacramento region. Visions alone enrolls about 2,500 students at the high school level. Two years ago, the Citrus Heights school didn’t exist; today, it is the biggest of such schools in this area.

Much of the growth has been fed by charters, a special category of public school exempt from most state school laws. But districts and county offices of education also are heavily involved.

The rising numbers have come during a remarkable era of accountability in California, with the state hammering public schools to provide a more thorough and rigorous education to all children. So far, Independent Study schools and programs in general have not been held to those tough standards.

Not the original intent

When Independent Study was approved by the Legislature 25 years ago, it was intended for highly motivated students with unusual circumstances—teenage actors or aspiring Olympic athletes, for instance. The approach was allowed in all grades.

“Our focus was on very bright kids who had motivation in different areas but were hamstrung by the regimes of school,” said Arlen Gregorio, the former Democratic senator who sponsored the legislation in 1976. “We envisioned them going on to UC or CSU.”

Today, you can still find ballerinas, rodeo riders, models, musicians and other talented students using Independent Study, often on an accelerated basis. In addition, home-schooling parents have been enrolling their children to tap into extra teaching resources.

But in a dramatic shift from its original intent, Independent Study at the high school level has increasingly become a magnet for struggling teenagers: chronic truants, those failing classes, kids with behavior problems or learning disabilities. At Visions, for example, about 70 percent of the high school students fall into this category.

By law, Independent Study is supposed to match or exceed the educational standards of regular schools.

And indeed, in some places, Independent Study schools are putting students through challenging courses similar to traditional college-prep programs. Beyond that, most schools can point to poignant stories of motivated, successful students, many of whom weren’t functioning in standard classroom settings. Some are chronically sick.  Others are overweight, or disabled, or deeply shy, or going through family trauma.

But The Bee’s review, which included a computer analysis of achievement, shows that Independent Study schools are getting almost no students ready for four-year colleges. Nor are they getting them ready for the world of work through vocational education. And in one school year alone -- 1999-2000 -- the 18 largest Independent Study high schools in the Sacramento area reported 956 dropouts.

A look at the day-to-day work of some students can shed light on why the achievement figures run so low.

In homes throughout the Sacramento region, teenagers are passing high school science without ever looking through a microscope or setting up a lab. Some complete high school English without reading a novel or writing a research paper.  They study history and economics from simplistic workbooks. They may never do math beyond the junior high level.

And when it comes to electives, kids at a school like Visions can get high school credit for everything from mowing the lawn to filling out job applications.

The buzz among kids: This kind of school is a breeze.

Just listen to Steven Sias, a 16-year-old who attended Valley High School, then a continuation campus, before enrolling at Visions last winter. He came with a dislike for school and a paltry 25 credits to his name. By that point, most students would have earned at least 120 credits at a rate of 30 a semester.

“When I first enrolled, they told me I could earn up to a junior in two or three months,” Steven recalled. “I got about 40 credits done in a month and it was easy.”

Specifically, Steven said he completed five credits in each of the following: math, science, English and history. He used workbooks and never had to take a test. In addition, he earned 10 physical education credits by walking, riding his bike and going to Disneyland, and another 10 elective “Life Skills” credits for vacuuming and cleaning the house, cooking meals and looking for a job.

Steven’s study habits are erratic. Some days he studies, some days he doesn’t. He sees his teacher once a month—a pleasant little blip in his day.

“He’s cool. He’s laid-back. He doesn’t push me to do stuff the way a regular teacher would. He doesn’t teach, he just gives me my books. I learn on my own. He fills out my attendance and then he leaves.”

Steven Sias is a handsome kid with a quick smile and a laid-back attitude. His enrollment in Visions came about as a casual matter. He heard about it from friends, signed up and was in.

That’s a common pattern.

“These kids are advocating it and marketing it to their friends,” said Arredondo, who over the past two years watched as more and more of her Teen Center kids went this route. They told each other how great it was to be able to sleep late, to get computers and passes to private gyms and to not have to listen to teachers drone on and on.

“My sister got Visions. She said, ‘Oh, it’s so much easier than normal school,’ “ said Ben Sablan, a 17-year-old who visits the teen center. He had earned C’s and D’s at Del Campo High before transferring to Visions last October.

Arredondo isn’t the only one noticing the exodus. Kristan Schnepp, an English teacher at Rio Americano High, said about a third of the students in one of her classes had transferred out this year.

“I’m losing so many,” she said. “They’re all leaving for Independent Study.”

Range in quality

Most Independent Study schools don’t go as far as Visions in terms of elective credit or teacher contact. El Sereno, for example, a longtime Independent Study school also in the San Juan district, gives no credit for housework or baby-sitting and makes academic demands on students similar to those of regular schools. At Visions, too, you can find students working hard and interacting often with teachers.

“I study four hours a day at least, and my teacher is really strict. I’m really learning a lot,” said Courtney Rommel, a junior in Visions. She transferred from Rio Americano at the urging of a counselor, who told her she was behind schedule for graduating and would find it easier to catch up at Visions. Her goal is to return to Rio this fall.

The Visions examples show the range possible under the state’s existing set of laws -- both laws that govern charters and grant them great freedom and laws concerning Independent Study, which leave it up to individual teachers to determine whether students have done work worthy of credit and state funding.

San Juan Superintendent General Davie Jr. said his district has grown concerned about the quality of the program at Visions and is actively reviewing the situation.  Among the changes being looked at: amending the charter, instituting greater rigor and possibly reducing the size of the school.

Cutting back enrollment, however, would be painful because it would deprive students of an educational alternative permitted by law while also hurting the district financially, said Associate Superintendent Charles B. Matus. Before Visions, San Juan’s enrollment had been relatively static for several years.

“Growth in enrollment means extra money,” Matus said. “Some programs cost more to operate, some cost less. In order to balance your books, you need to make money somehow.”

According to Independent Study operators, many of their at-risk students would be dropouts if it weren’t for their programs.

“Are we meeting the standards with all the students? Probably not. But are we serving a need? Yes,” said Patty Wills, who opened and designed the Visions school and is resigning later this month to start a small Independent Study charter school in Crescent City in Del Norte County.

Many students, Wills said, have experienced years of failure in regular schools. Their home lives are chaotic. Some have to work. They may have no caring adults to help them. The Independent Study approach can offer a more flexible way to get through school, she said.

“I’ve seen students who never would have finished school get turned around,” agreed Bob Taylor, who heads an Independent Study school in the Tulare Joint Union High School District and is president of the California Consortium for Independent Study.

To others, however, these are the last teenagers who should be left to teach themselves.

“They are kids who need far more from the system—longer days, more support, contact with adults, relationships with counselors,” said Tad Kitada, director of prevention services for the Placer County Office of Education. “Instead, we put them in Independent Study and give them less of these things. Do we actually do more harm to people? In my mind, yes we do.”

Who’s responsible?

In California, it is hard to get a grip on what is actually allowed in the murky world of Independent Study, which complicates the oversight process.

The law governing it leaves plenty of room for interpretation: “Educational opportunities offered through independent study may include, but shall not be limited to ... “ is how it sets up the broad parameters.

As a result, schools vary widely.

Some are big, some are tiny and some are not schools at all, but rather clusters of kids tucked into regular campuses. Some admit only students who read at the eighth-grade level or higher, while others take kids at all levels. In one place, students may be required to meet with teachers twice a week, plus attend reading tutorials or computer labs. In another, students might connect with teachers for as little as 15 minutes a month.

Over the past three years, in a huge push for accountability, traditional schools have faced rankings, cash rewards and threats of sanctions by a state eager to improve its public schools. Yet it will be at least another year before the state Department of Education has a similar system in place for most Independent Study schools, said Sue Bennett, who heads the state’s Educational Options unit.

Bennett said the department has tried unsuccessfully to get more money and resources from the Governor’s Office and the Legislature to better monitor alternatives such as Independent Study.

Basically, she and others in the department said, it is up to local districts to keep tabs on Independent Study.

At the local level, however, few school boards publicly scrutinize their Independent Study schools. In cases where the approach is being carried out by charter schools, district leaders tend to be hands-off, in part because of restrictions in the charter law and in part because they don’t want the controversy.

At San Juan Unified, promoting changes at Visions will be complicated, Matus said, because Visions has its own board and actively involved parents, many of whom are happy with the school.

“When you create a charter, it’s like giving birth to an 18-year-old: It is independent from Day One,” he said.

Independent Study charter schools, in turn, emphasized they are providing an option for parents unhappy with regular public schools. Many parents don’t want their kids in conventional schools because of low achievement or violence, said Marta Reyes, principal at the El Dorado County Charter Community School.

“Public demands are driving choice,” Reyes said.

Here and there, school leaders at the local level have taken a hard look at Independent Study. And what they found sent red flags waving.

The Oxnard Union High School District in Ventura County, for example, expanded Independent Study until nearly 700 students were enrolled. But when elected trustees and administrators became aware of the program’s low standards, they put on the brakes, cutting it back to about 100 students.

“We decided to curtail the program. I lost some very good friends as a result,” said Rafael B. Gonzales, Oxnard’s director of instructional support services, who now must personally approve every student who enrolls.

Outside California, Independent Study often is not an option. Some states permit the strategy under limited conditions. Oregon allows a version in which students meet in one-to-one tutorial sessions with teachers for at least five hours a week.

But the three states most comparable to California in size and diversity—Texas, Florida and New York—have nothing like it.

“It might be one of those California things. We haven’t seen it here,” said Debbie Graves Ratcliffe, a spokeswoman with the Texas Education Agency. Texas funds students only if they are present in school for a minimum of four hours a day, she said.

Ruth Ann McKenna, superintendent of the New Haven Unified School District in the Bay Area, said she allows Independent Study just for the most motivated students— currently about 70 out of 4,000 high schoolers.

“Kids need to be in a real school,” McKenna said, especially if they are to get the rich standards-based education being called for in this state.

Low achievement

Evidence of such high standards was hard to find in The Bee’s analysis of Independent Study schools in the six-county region.

On one key measure—the Stanford 9 achievement test—most Independent Study schools posted test scores that placed them among the bottom third in the nation in 10th-grade reading and math. In reading, some reached as low as the 17th and 20th percentiles—below the state’s own low average of the 33rd percentile. In math, nearly all fell below the state’s 47th percentile average for 10th-grade math.

Several educators expressed concern about the results.

“We are aware our test scores are not where they should be, and we are actively taking steps to change that,” said Christy Moustris, who heads Las Flores, an Independent Study school in the Elk Grove Unified School District.

In contrast, other administrators said it is unfair to judge their schools by student achievement because enrollments are in constant flux. In many cases, they said, regular schools “dump” troublemakers or students whose poor test scores would drag down their school’s rankings by steering them into Independent Study.

Randy Orzalli, who heads Keema High, an Independent Study school in the Grant Joint Union High School District, said he places little stock in test scores.

“We get kids who have been out on the street for three years,” he said. “This is a different world.”

Orzalli counts his success in other ways: Last year, the school had about 150 graduates, and several hundred other teenagers transferred to regular schools after building their skills at Keema.

Wills, at Visions, offered similar thoughts.

“When we get 10th-graders who read at the fourth-grade level, we have to take those students where they are,” Wills said. The school’s goal, she said, is to help such students make progress, however rudimentary.

Test scores aren’t the only low spot on the Independent Study landscape, however.

In its analysis, The Bee reviewed Independent Study high schools throughout the state with regard to the following measures: How many graduates are meeting requirements for entry to a state university? How many students are taking intermediate algebra or chemistry, considered indicators of a quality high school program? And how many are involved in vocational education? The data came from information schools reported to the state on a single day in October 2000.

The analysis yielded several pages filled with many numbers—the most prevalent being zero.

The largest program in the state at the time, run by Los Angeles Unified School District, had 2,512 students in Independent Study. It had zero students in intermediate algebra, chemistry or vocational education. It reported that just 15 graduates met minimum requirements for getting into either California State University or the University of California.

In the Central Valley, a school run by the Lodi Unified School District had 596 students in Independent Study and zeroes in every category.

Similarly, Visions, which then had a high school enrollment of 1,536, reported no students in chemistry, intermediate algebra or vocational education, nor any graduates ready for California’s four-year colleges. Many other Independent Study schools in the Sacramento region had similar records.

Here and there, clusters of encouraging enrollments did turn up. Prosser Creek, a private charter in Placer County with 100 high school students, reported that 10 graduates met CSU/UC requirements, 46 students were in intermediate algebra and 13 were in chemistry. Independence High in Roseville normally has at least 20 students completing intermediate algebra, but because of computer difficulties that did not get reported to the state last fall.

Independent Study may not be a big contributor toward boosting a district’s or charter school’s academic profile. But it can provide a reliable flow of cash.

With few classrooms to heat or cool, no lunch programs to run and no buses to schedule, Independent Study schools can afford to spend less on their students than other schools.

“It’s a money maker. There’s no question about it,” said Chuck Pillsbury, an apportionment specialist with the state Department of Finance who has long voiced concerns about Independent Study.

Figures from the Grant district show how wide the gap can run.

The 1999-2000 adopted budget showed that Highlands High School, a traditional campus, spent $4,094 per student. In contrast, the Independent Study campus, Keema High, spent $2,027 per student that year.

In the Grant district, the extra money winds up at the central office to cover districtwide expenses such as personnel and testing. Grant Superintendent Larry Buchanan said he wants to improve the Keema program and began this year to channel more of the extra money back toward the school. But he made it clear it would take time to wean the district completely from the cash source.

The gap is narrower for Visions in San Juan, but because of the number of students involved, the amount of extra money for the district is substantial.

This year, Visions spent about $4,000 per student—out of about $5,000 it received in state funding for each one. In all, 20 percent of its state allotment -- $3 million—went to the district to use on other purposes, including administrative costs related to Visions.

The Visions experience

When San Juan created Visions in August 1999, it was designed to serve home-schooling families. Wills, who opened the school, expected 50, maybe 100 students that first day and was startled when 300 showed up. Soon, at-risk teenagers from across the region began pouring in and the entire district watched as the K-12 enrollment climbed to a stunning 4,000 earlier this spring.

Wills and her staff found themselves scrambling. They had been prepared to assist traditional home-schooling families with mothers and fathers deeply involved in their children’s education.

Now they had all these kids without actively involved parents who wanted to do their schooling at home. There were books to order, teachers to hire and guidelines to develop.

The ride was intense, Wills said. “It was like we were building a jet plane while it was going across the sky.”

Visions’ headquarters, housed in leased office space on Sunrise Boulevard, is a bustling center of activity. The school has about 200 teachers, nearly all credentialed.  They go through 12 hours of training, Wills said, and follow the same teaching standards that guide all San Juan teachers.

To earn a diploma, Visions students must meet the district’s basic graduation requirements, such as four years of English. But teachers have enormous discretion about what books and materials students will use and whether there will be tests or research papers. Some meet students in their homes on a weekly basis; others go once a month.

The teachers earn $122 per student per month. Wills said the school tries to limit teachers to about 25 to 28 students—the district’s average class sizes. However, three teachers who spoke with The Bee said they had 44, 45 and 49 students on their rosters.

One of the more popular ways to earn credit at Visions comes under the heading “Life Skills.” This is a course in which students gain high school elective credit for housework, cooking, yard work, baby-sitting, job hunting and working for pay. Under the system, 15 hours equals one credit; kids can earn as many as 15 Life Skills credits a semester.

Wills said students are not supposed to get credit for mundane chores, yard work or cooking, although several interviewed by The Bee said they did. If teenagers baby-sit for credit, Wills said, it should involve the study of children’s literature, safety and child development. If they hunt for jobs, they should receive formal training in writing résumés, giving interviews and filling out applications. Again, some students said that was not their experience.

“There are many ways to become educated,” Wills said. “We believe that education is supposed to be about lifelong learning.”

Visions teachers said they appreciate having the leeway to tailor education to the needs and abilities of individual students.

“I have the latitude, and I have the freedom to say: What would benefit this child?” explained Elva Burlingham, a teacher in the program whose husband is on Visions’ governing board. “Do I have to use a certain book? No. That’s the beauty of this program.”

Several parents praised Visions for helping their children when other schools didn’t.

Diane Dunham, whose son Kevin switched to Visions after years of failing grades and taunting by other kids in regular schools, said Independent Study has been his salvation.

Her son is doing P.E. by going to a gym paid for by Visions, getting credit in computers by learning how to use spreadsheets from a neighbor and earning elective credit by serving food at his job at a retirement home.

“He was flunking every class before, and he’s not flunking now,” Dunham said.

Students enjoy being liberated from the cookie-cutter nature of regular school.

“At my old school, I couldn’t accelerate as fast as I wanted,” said Crystal Kirk, who blends her Visions studies with her job as a live-in nanny to two home-schooled boys. Recently she was working through Spanish, algebra and “You and the Law,” and had just finished reading “Misery” by Stephen King.

“Basically, with Visions you get what you put into it,” Crystal said.

With the instructional freedom can come many differences in the kind of schooling students receive. In English, some may read classic novels such as “A Tale of Two Cities” and write in-depth papers on them, while others may read a book about “The X-Files” and write chapter summaries.

And some may read no novels at all.

That has been the case with Jamal Bilal, a quiet 17-year-old who attended Rio Americano before transferring to Visions in January.

“He told his teacher he didn’t really like to read,” his mother, Diana Treadway,

recalled. “So the teacher said, ‘OK, we’ll find something else for you to do.’ “

Soul searching

Many believe the state’s new high school exit exam—which takes effect in 2004 -- will force improvements in Independent Study. Up and down the state, schools are starting to soul-search.

Capital City School, the Independent Study campus in the Sacramento City Unified district, is making sure that courses follow state standards and that more students are prepared for two- and four-year colleges, according to Cynthia Koger, the school’s principal.

“Sometimes we haven’t provided the rigor because we have been caught up in nurturing their self-esteem,” Koger said. “We’re changing that.”

One possible model for improvement can be found in San Diego County, where the Sweetwater Union High School District uses an intensive approach to Independent Study that has been praised and replicated.

In Sweetwater, most Independent Study students come to school for two hours a day, and must do three hours of additional schoolwork daily.

“We feel it’s very important for kids to come back every day and have that daily contact with teachers,” said Tom Williams, director of alternative programs.

Sweetwater’s 2,200 Independent Study students use the same books as regular schools and have to pass end-of-course exams in all subjects. Most attend “Learning Centers” on regular campuses, which stay open until 9 p.m., each staffed with a counselor and teachers who work longer days.

If it sounds expensive, it is. In Sweetwater, 92 percent of the attendance dollars generated by Independent Study students go to serving them, Williams said.

“We put the money out there for the kids,” he said. “They deserve and need it.”

Taylor, who heads the statewide Independent Study consortium, said he and others in the field are advocating that their schools offer an array of daily computer labs, tutorials and counseling services to students.

“An hour a week doesn’t cut it anymore,” Taylor said. “But we don’t need to kill the system. Instead people need to work to improve it.”

The Bee’s Deb Kollars can be reached at (916) 321-1090 or dkollars@sacbee.com. 

