
Are students more prepared in charter or public schools? 
 
By Paula Anderson  

 
 

Traditional public schools have been the norm since the inception of the public school  
 

system.  Students focus on subjects like math, science, English and social studies.  
 
However, in the last  ten years, charter schools have become a more attractive option for  
 
parents and students.  
 

According to the National Center for Education Statistics, enrollment increased from  
 

0.9 million to 2.7 million between 2004 and 2014. This represents a 2 to 5 percent  
 

increase.   “A public charter school is a publicly funded school that is typically governed by a  
 
group or organization under a legislative contract (or charter) with the state, district or other  
 
entity,” according to information on NCES's website. 
 

In 2006, Memphis Academy of Health Sciences (MAHS) opened its doors to middle  
 

and high school students in the North Memphis community.  
 

The Memphis chapter of 100 Black of Men of America founded the charter school in  
 

2006. According to the website, the organization has programs that focus on improving the lives  
 
of African-American youth and the programs at the national level are:  1) Mentoring  
 
2) Health and Wellness 3) Education 4) Economic Empowerment. 
 

Reverend Derrick Joyce, founding board chairperson, said, “At the turn of the 21st  
 

century, there were arguments and narratives promoted across America underestimating  
 

the passion of African-American parents to provide access to high quality public  
 

education for their children.” 
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Rev. Joyce, the late Bernal E. Smith, II, State Rep. GA Hardaway and Darrell Cobbins 

accepted the challenge and the first public charter school in the state of Tennessee  

opened its doors on July 21, 2003.  

Since the inception, MAHS has excelled in academia and increased enrollment 14  

percent from 2012-2017.   Dr. Reginald Williams, principal, has served for three years at the  

high school and based on the school’s current performance metrics. It is ranked as 3.50 which 

is based on the Shelby County Schools (SCS) School’s Performance Scorecard.  

Scorecard Video link 

According to Dr. Williams, schools are rated 1-5 based on performance and academic  

standards. MAHS has a good ranking and he attributes his success to his leadership style,  

parental involvement and creativity.  Williams said, “Graduating seniors with a 2.75 GPA will be 

accepted and  receive a full ride at Baptist College of Health Sciences.  Other collegiate  

Health Science programs that are recruiting our scholars are Fisk University, Campbellsville  

University in Kentucky and Jackson State University,” 

“I have a no bells school because I want to create a collegiate atmosphere for the  

students.  They are allowed to socialize and use cell phones in the UC during breakfast and 

lunch.” 

“A student government association was created and students had to develop campaigns 

and deliver a speech before the student body.We want our scholars to have ownership of their  

school.  Furthermore during the student government association elections, students had voting  
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booths to cast ballots,” said Williams. 

MAHS is proud of its successes, but it recognizes the challenges too. “We don’t have a 

band or ROTC program like traditional public schools and our staff is limited to one teacher  

per subject area.  

Since the merger of the city and county schools, there have been efforts to increase 

academic performance and achievement for students in the Innovation Zone (IZone)  

program.   According to SCS website,  IZone schools have challenges with academic  

performance in various school in urban communities.  

Dr. Antonio Burt, assistant superintendent of the IZone program, said “There are 23  

schools in the program and the primary goal is to remove all the schools from the  

priority list.  Currently, Ford Road Elementary, Cherokee Elementary, Treadwell  

Elementary and Middle and Douglass K-8 have been removed from the priority list.”  Each year 

schools are measured  and when there is low performance, the education commissioner, has  

“options to close a school, match with a charter operator with a record of success, place in the  

Achievement School District (ASD), continue current district intervention or enter a partnership  

with the Tennessee Department of Education (TDOE) to co-manage priority schools of 5 or  

more,” adds Dr. Burt.  

Reginald Fentress, Uniserv Director with United Education Association of Shelby 
County,  

works with the public school system to support teachers and academic performance. 

Fentress said, “I am not against charter schools as long as they have the best interest of the 
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children.” 
 

In 2010, the Race to the Top funding was available to address low performing schools.  
 
Charter Management Organizations like Aspire and Green Dot took over the responsibility of  
 
bringing the bottom five percent of schools to the top 25 percent, according to Fentress.  
 
CMOs receive $10,500 per child, according to Fentress, from the state to educate children. 
 
Since the takeover in 2010, Vanderbilt University conducted a study that showed that  
 
improvements were more significant in the Izone program which is operated through the SCS  
 
district than with the CMO. Tennessee was awarded $500,000 under the RTTP funding and the  
 
goal was to raise the academic performance of priority schools - the state’s lowest achieving  
 
Title I schools. 
 

As an IZone school, principals have the autonomy to choose staff and teachers that will  
 

work with them to improve academic performance.  Fentress said, “The only measurement for  
 
student academic performance is the TNReady assessment and it is not effective when  
 
evaluating student growth, achievement and teacher effectiveness.” 
 

At the heart of urban education is ensuring that teachers are prepared to handle the  
 

challenges and demands of public education.   According to a press release dated Jan. 25,  
 

2018,  “The University of Memphis and SCS have formed the River City Partnership to help  
 
address the school district’s most critical challenges, including the lack of a pipeline of  
 
highly-skilled new teachers, poor teacher retention rates, and the need to equip teachers with  
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greater cultural awareness. 

Dr. Kandi Hill-Clarke, dean of the College of Education, said according to the press  

release, “Our mission is to graduate more teachers who are culturally competent, confident in  

their content knowledge and effective teaching strategies, and who understand and know their 

students.”  

Paula Anderson is a freelance journalist. She can be reached at writingbydesign7@gmail.com. 

Sources: 

● Dr. Reginald Williams, MAHS principal  (DrRWilliams@mahsmiddleandhigh.org
● Dr. Antonio Burt, Assistant Superintendent, IZone School  - antonioburt80@gmail.com
● Reverend Derrick Joyce - djoyce@mahsmiddleandhigh.org
● Reginald Fentress - 901-229-6102
● University of Memphis Press Release - dated Jan. 25, 2018
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