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The first time someone told
Tom Brown about Pacific Colle-
giate School, he asked, “what’s a
charter school?”

Five years later, Brown is car-
rying the banner of public school
reform in Santa Cruz County.
As the head of Beacon Educa-
lion Network, he is promising to
ise three new charters to turn
undreds of average and failing

students into college-bound suc-
cesses and shake up the status
quo of public education.

“It’s pretty exciting,” he said
recently. “It gives us a chance
to check our assumptions. If we

can’t improve student achieve-
ment or the student experience,
I have no trouble saying we
couldn’t make it happen, but to
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stand back and say this is the
best we can do without more
money or without this or that
does a terrible disservice to
our students.”

Charter schools are public

institutions, typically created
by community members look-
ing for alternatives to main-
stream schools, that have
more flexibility in curriculum
and teaching methods.

The efficacy of charters has
been questioned in countless
inconclusive studies. But the
debate has a unique aspect
in Santa Cruz, where Pacific
Collegiate has earned nation-
al recognition for its academ-
ic success and local scorn for
attracting students, and state
funding, away from other pub-
lic schools as well as for a lack
of diversity.

Brown, who owns a machine
shop in southern California,
once acted as Pacific Colle-
giate’s treasurer and served
as the president of the school’s
governing board. His children
attend the school.

Santa Cruz City Schools
Superintendent Alan Pagano
has been fierce in criticism of
Pacific Collegiate, but he says
of Brown that “I have a genu-
ine respect for Tom. We may
not agree on every perspec-
tive concerning charters, but
I believe he moves forward
with integrity.”

Brown calls the animosity

‘between traditional public

_schools and charters “intrigu-
mg.» :

“I've tried to focus on what
it isabout charter schools that
ticked everybody off and I'm

not sure I found any compel-

_ling answers,” he said.

“Iconcluded that we weren't
asking the right questions.
Instead of talking about aca-
demic achievement we were
talking about declining enroll-
ment and financial losses.
That’s what led James (Rein-
hart, his business partner) and
me to start Beacon.”

The plan for Beacon is to
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open three charters in the
next three years that enroll
students in grades six through
12. Brown wants to attract
students who may be doing
poorly in school or come from
families where they’re not
expected to attend a four-year
college.

What will make Beacon
schools different? Brown and
Reinhart are tinkering with
a program to have college
graduates do Peace Corps-like
mentoring at the school and a
constant assessment model in
which teachers would be expect-
ed to change their approach to
material “on the fly” if students
aren’t doing well.

With less public funding
than traditional schools,
Brown expects to have “make
sacrifices and cut corners.”
Beacon schools are not likely
to field sports teams, for exam-
ple.

“That’s not our mission,”
Brown said. “I'm not of the
opinion that more money will
necessarily translate into high-
er achievement. If we’re smart
about it, we should be able to
make it work. That’s the prom-
ise of charters.”

And Brown sees Beacon as
a chance to put the charter
debate to rest. If his school
can improve the achievement
of low-income and Latino stu-
dents and graduate students
who succeed at four-year col-
leges and universities, then
“you better pay attention and
stop knocking charters.”

Contact Matt King at
mking@santacruzsentinel.com.




