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2008 ARKANSAS BUSINESS OF THE YEAR AWARDS

Recognize outstanding Arkansas companies, executives and nonprofi t or-
ganizations by nominating them for the prestigious Arkansas Business of 
the Year Awards.

MAIL FORM TO: 
Arkansas Business c/o ABOY

P.O. Box 3686
Little Rock, AR 72203

FAX FORM TO: 
Attn: Michelle at 
(501) 375-7933

OR NOMINATE ONLINE AT 
ArkansasBusiness.com/bizofyear

Complete rules and restrictions 
available at 

ArkansasBusiness.com/bizofyear. 
For more information, contact 

Michelle Carney at (501) 372-1443, Ext. 306 

Nominate at ArkansasBusiness.com/bizofyear or complete the nomination form above by Friday, Sept. 26.
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For the Investments of your Life...
The best choice is an Independent Financial Advisor

• Founded in 1984

• Independent fee-only investment management firm

• Clients include individuals, trusts, retirement plans and businesses

• Managing Growth, Fixed Income and Balanced Portfolios

(L-R, Jay White, Stephen Chaffin, Jim Strawn)

8315 Cantrell Road, Suite 130 Little Rock, AR 72227 • 501-228-0040 or 800-866-2615 Fax 501-228-0047
www.smithcap.com
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Estem ChArter sChools, 
which debuted last month in 
downtown little rock as a pub-

lic alternative to private schools and 
public school districts, is already buck-
ing several trends. 

As an “open enrollment” char-
ter school — actually, three charter 
schools in one building — estem 
sidesteps many of the bureaucratic 
constraints present in traditional pub-
lic school districts.

since it is free from most of the ties 
of a public school district, estem has 
taken a fresh look at the educational 
model and adapted it within the 
context of an increasingly global and 
technologically savvy workplace.

Chief executive officer roy Brooks 
said estem focuses “on those skills 
that youngsters are going to have to 
have to be successful in the 21st cen-
tury — science, technology, engineer-
ing and math. But then it takes it a 
step further by focusing in on the eco-
nomics as it relates to those fields.”

estem’s name is an acronym for 
economics, science, technology, engi-
neering and mathematics.

“And if you really can apply eco-
nomics to the fields of the future,” 
Brooks said, “I think you give the chil-
dren that are attending our schools a 
very certain advantage in the global 
competition that they’re going to face 
to get jobs.”

of the approximately 2,100 appli-
cations, estem has accepted 848, just 
shy of its maximum capacity. of those, 
64 percent are minority students, said 
Brooks, whose contract as superinten-
dent of the little rock school District 
was bought out last year. 

estem not only has a longer school 
day — 8 a.m. to 4:30 p.m. for the ele-
mentary and 8 a.m. to 5 p.m. for the 
middle and high schools — but it also 
has a longer academic year. estem’s 
198-day academic year runs about 
20 school days longer than an average 
school year, and the summer vacation 
is shorter while longer breaks are 

scattered through the year.
When a break runs longer than 

about five weeks, Brooks said, students 
start to regress. teachers then waste 
several weeks helping them catch up.

the foreign language program 
includes the traditional spanish and 
latin electives and the not-so-tradi-
tional mandarin Chinese.

“No longer are you competing 
against just a youngster in Pittsburgh 
or orlando or miami or seattle, but 
you’re competing against youngsters 
across the ocean on a different con-
tinent,” Brooks said. “And you’re 
going to have to be able to match 
their skills.”

estem also aims to cultivate entre-
preneurship, Brooks said, adding that 
this focus is lacking in the traditional 
school model. 

Another notable difference between 
estem and most other public schools 

and private schools is its state-of-the-
art testing system.

estem uses the Northwest education 
Association’s system of computerized 
adaptive testing called measures of 
Academic Progress, or mAP, tests. 
mAP tests identify the skills and con-
cepts a student has learned, diagnose 
a student’s instructional needs, moni-
tor academic growth and provide 
teachers with detailed reports that 
reveal exactly what a child knows and 
what he needs to learn.

the tests are adaptive because 
each succeeding question depends on 
how a student answered the previous 
question. If he answers the question 
correctly, the next question will be 
more difficult. If he answers a ques-
tion incorrectly, the next question 
will be easier. 

What’s more, the results are imme-
diate.

the mAP testing system costs 
between $12.50 and $13.50 per stu-
dent per school year, depending on 
the number of students being tested, 
according to tracy Jones, a pub-
lic relations representative for the 
Northwest education Association.

In Arkansas, the mAP system is 
in use by only seven public school 
districts — Arkadelphia, Benton, 
Blytheville, hot springs, springdale, 
texarkana and trumann — and the 
Arkansas Charter school resource 
Center at Fayetteville, a support orga-
nization for charter schools.

each estem student will be assessed 
four times during the year, and teach-
ers will get performance pay based on 
the results.

“And our teachers are excited about 
it,” Brooks said, “because what busi-
ness — and education is a business — 
does not have incentives for produc-
tivity? And in the traditional school 
setting, they are convinced that senior-
ity and years of experience ought to 
dictate your salary, rather than what 
you can actually produce through 
results. so the performance-pay model 
that we’re going to have, I believe, has 
attracted some of the best teachers.” 

even the school’s location sepa-
rates it from the pack. estem oper-
ates in a newly renovated building in 
the heart of downtown little rock. 
Walter hussman, president and Ceo 
of Wehco media Inc., which owns the 
Arkansas Democrat-Gazette, and the 
Walton Foundation financed the $6.4 
million renovation of the school’s 
location in the historic Arkansas 
Gazette building in the block bound-
ed on the east and west by main and 
louisiana streets and by second and 
third streets on the north and south.

And the irony of a technologically-
savvy school reviving a ghostly, out-
dated building that was once home 
to print journalism and a printing 
press is palpable from several blocks  
away.                                           n

— Jamie Walden

estem Provides a Public Alternative

Elementary school
State charter funding aid $2,115,360
Walton start-up grant $250,000
Federal start-up grant $150,000
Categorical aid* $472,948
Total elementary $2,988,308

 Middle school
State charter funding aid $2,326,896
Walton start-up grant $250,000
Federal start-up grant $150,000
Categorical aid* $511,200
Total Middle School $3,238,096

High school (9th grade only)
State charter funding aid $587,600
Walton start-up grant $250,000
Federal start-up grant $150,000
Categorical aid* $131,397
Total High School $1,118,997

eStem Financials

*Categorical aid is money from professional development, national school lunch assistance, English language-
learner programs, students who pay for their lunch and federal assistance for students on free or reduced-price 
lunch programs among other things.

Source: eStem Charter Schools

eStem Student Make-up

53%
450 students

LR School District

6%
50 students

NLR School District

3.7%
31 students

other school districts

4.3%
37 students

other charters schools

2%
17 students
home schools

17%
144 students

Pulaski County Special
School District

14%
119 students
Private Schools


