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Duval County Case Study

On many measures, the climate for education reform and 

innovation in Duval County, Florida, is as temperate as the 

weather. The district, which includes the city of Jacksonville, 

benefits from state policies that provide a wealth of data 

on student and school performance and encourage the 

creation of charter schools. A 2010 report, written by 

Frederick M. Hess for the Thomas B. Fordham Institute, 

ranked Jacksonville fifth in the nation in its education-reform 

climate, suggesting that the district is poised to make major 

advances in education.

Yet Duval County has moved fairly slowly to implement new 

policies and practices. The first Teach for America corps 

members did not arrive in Jacksonville until 2008, and the 

proportion of district students in charter schools is among 

the smallest in the state. Advocates for reform, in the school 

system and in the business and philanthropic communities, 

continue to face resistance from some members of the 

school board and other supporters of a traditional system.

That may be changing. The business community has 

helped spearhead support for reforms, providing funds 

and other resources to facilitate change. Businesses also 

helped restructure the local education fund so that it serves 

more as a critical friend to the district, rather than as a 

cheerleader. And more changes may be in store. The 2012 

school board election is shaping up to be a pivotal turning 

point, with four of the seven seats up for election. 

Big District, Big Challenges 

Duval County, the sixth largest school district in Florida, is 

a sprawling 850 square miles—the largest school district in 

the United States by geographic area and the 19th largest 

by population. The school board has seven members, who 

are elected by district. Mayors in Jacksonville, the largest 

city in Duval County, have traditionally played a small role in 

school policymaking, although the two most recent mayors, 

John Peyton and Alvin Brown, have shown more interest.

Like many cities, Jacksonville has a legacy of racial divisions, 

which influence education politics. Board members 

representing the heavily African-American and lower-

income parts of the district, in the northern and western 

sections of the county, have tended to support their local 

schools, even though they include the district’s lowest 

performers. Board members from the newer and more 

affluent southern and eastern parts of the district have 

tended to back more aggressive reforms, such as a plan to 

bring in charter-management organizations.

For more than a decade, district leaders have shown 

a willingness to look outside the traditional system for 

improvement. In 1998, at a time when nontraditional school 

leaders were rare, the board chose John Fryer, a retired Air 

Force major general, as superintendent. Fryer launched 

a district-wide strategy for instructional improvement 

by forming a partnership with America’s Choice, a 

comprehensive school reform program then–operated 

by the National Center on Education and the Economy, 

a Washington, D.C.-based nonprofit organization. In two 

years, more than half the district’s elementary and middle 

schools adopted the America’s Choice design, and an 

independent evaluation by researchers from the University 
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of Pennsylvania found that student achievement improved, 

particularly in the early grades.

After Fryer retired in 2005, the board replaced him with 

Joseph Wise, a former superintendent in Delaware who 

had a reputation as a hard-charging, take-no-prisoners kind 

of leader. He maintained that style in Duval County—for 

example, proposing that the board remove one member, 

who Wise claimed did not live in her district. Wise was fired 

after just two years. The board replaced him with Ed Pratt-

Dannals, a 30-year veteran of the district.

Despite the improvements that Fryer and Wise instituted, 

student performance in Duval County remains low. The 

graduation rate is about 70%, and the district ranked 

50th of 67 Florida districts in 2011 state test results. 

Achievement gaps remain large. According to the 

Jacksonville Public Education Fund, low-income African 

American 9th graders in Jacksonville have only a 5% 

chance of earning a college degree.

Change Created by Business and Community Groups 

Engaged members of the business community have 

mobilized to maintain pressure on the board to address 

the achievement gap and support reforms to improve 

achievement for low-income students. In 2000, business 

leaders reconstituted the Duval Public Education 

Foundation, which had focused largely on recognizing 

exemplary teachers, renamed it the Alliance for World Class 

Education, and broadened its mission to include efforts to 

improve district operations. In 2004, alarmed by low test 

results, the Community Foundation of Jacksonville launched 

a campaign to improve the schools. As part of that effort, 

the Alliance became the Jacksonville Public Education Fund 

and adopted a mission to engage the community to support 

reform. The Fund is now recognized as an important “critical 

friend” to the district.

Individual business leaders have also provided support for 

reforms. Perhaps the most active is Gary Chartrand, the 

executive chairman of Acosta Sales and Marketing, who 

chairs the Jacksonville Public Education Fund and was 

named to the State Board of Education in 2011. Through his 

family foundation, Chartrand provided funds to bring Teach 

for America (TFA) to the district in 2006. Two years later, the 

first TFA teachers began teaching in Jacksonville schools.

Chartrand and others have also pushed the board to 

approve more charter schools. Although Florida has 

one of the most charter-friendly laws in the United 

States, Duval County had few charters. In 2010, just 

2.7% of Duval County students were enrolled in charters 

compared with 10.2% in Miami-Dade County. In addition, 

the record of charters in Duval County had been 

decidedly mixed; the board closed 10 of 17 of them in 

2010 because of financial and academic problems.

Nevertheless, business and community leaders saw 

charters as a promising reform and engaged in a campaign 

to open the district to more charters, while working to 

recruit high-quality charter school operators to Jacksonville. 

Chartrand flew a number of local leaders, including Mayor 

Peyton and U.S. Rep. Corrinne Brown (D-FL), to New York 

to meet with Richard Barth, CEO of the KIPP Foundation, 

to persuade him to open a KIPP school in Jacksonville. In 

addition, the Jacksonville Regional Chamber of Commerce 

took its leadership to Houston, where members met with 

one of KIPP’s founders. The first KIPP school in Duval 

opened in 2010, and Gov. Rick Scott visited the school to 

sign an education reform bill in 2011.

While the school board has opened the doors to approve 

some new charter schools, it has also demanded results 

before moving ahead aggressively. For example, the board 

delayed approval of two additional KIPP schools until after 

the first KIPP school had demonstrated improvements in 

student achievement.
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Opposition to reform helped scuttle a plan to engage 

a new nonprofit organization, Duval Partners for 

Educational Excellence, to oversee efforts to improve the 

lowest-performing schools in the district. Under federal 

law, the district had the authority to turn around four 

“intervene” schools, which had demonstrated severely 

low performance. The superintendent proposed engaging 

Duval Partners, led by a business leader who was also chair 

of the local KIPP board, to manage the reform effort. This 

effort could involve closing schools or bringing in charter 

or education management organizations to operate the 

schools. But the plan met opposition from some local 

residents, including members of the African American 

community, who did not want the schools closed. Board 

members representing communities where “intervene” 

schools were located also opposed the plan. Ultimately, the 

board directed the district to oversee the turnaround effort 

itself, selecting its own private turnaround consultants, 

rather than involve Duval Partners.

A New Era Ahead? 

Duval is poised for a significant transition in 2012. The 

superintendent’s contract expires in December, and 

community members have persuaded the school board to 

revise its system for evaluating the superintendent. In place 

of the current evaluation system, which focuses primarily 

on behaviors the superintendent should demonstrate, the 

proposed method would focus more on outcomes. The 

board’s review will determine whether they renew his 

contract or look in another direction.

In addition, the terms of four of the seven school board 

members expire in August 2012. Duval County has many 

pieces in place for improvement, including a hospitable 

climate and a supportive community. But, too often, district 

leaders have lacked a sense of urgency for reform, despite 

weak academic progress and large achievement gaps. 
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