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“ ...intoo many ingtances, that good idea has been anything but good
in practice” Sandra Feldman, Presdent, American Federation of
Teachers (AFT), AFT Convention Keynote Address July 3, 2000.

“ ...l would encourage policy makers not to rush out and expand
charter schools...” Anne Bryant, Executive Director, National School
Boards Association (NSBA), Novermber 8, 2000.

Are charter schools part of a bold education agenda? From the
words emanding from the mouths of the establishment, one
would think thiswas atrain out of contral.

Feldman's remarks were the precursor to her charge to “take back”
the charter idea, which requires following a whole set of conditions
that would disquaify most of the nation’s 2,000 charter schools from
fitting into the AFT box.

Likewise, the Nationd Education Association (NEA) isloving char-
ter schools to deeth. The damning praise includes statements like
“charter school laws without adequate accountability measures open
the door to gross abuses that hurt sudents.”

School boards presdent Bryant saysthat “the NSBA recognizesthe
vaueof charter schools... but thefact [S¢] is, thereislittle evidenceto
uggest that charter schools are living up to the promise offered by
early supporters”




While some see charter schools as a moderate, middle-of-the-road
reform, observers should note that the education establishment never
actively fights anything that does not fundamentaly ater the existing
system. While charter schools enjoy diverse support, they radicaly
trangform the current public education sysem. They can dleviate
decades-old failure in some urban centers, provide new opportunities
to those who have never had them and reengage parents and teachers
in building schoolsthat look more like the schoolsthey’ ve dways hed
inmind for their children.

What Are Charter Schools?

Charter schoolsareindependent public schools. They operate outside
the educationd bureaucracy thet tendsto gifleinnovation in trditiond
public schools. Charters may not pick and choose their sudents, but
they do havethe autonomy to pick and choose programs and gpproach-
es, and they have the accountability that have alowed mog private
inditutions to provide excellent education to their customers.

Charter schoals are judged by how well they educate children in a
safe and respongible environment, not by whether they comply with
bureaucratic didrict and date regulations. Charter operators set aca
demic and operationd gods, and arejudged on how well they meet the
gods. If they fail, they are dosed.

Almogt anyone interested in cregting a better educationd opportuni-
ty for children can gat acharter school. Parents, teachers, community
groups and organizations have dready sarted such schoolsin commu-
nities across the nation, and the schools are diverse— from pecidized
to “back-to-bascs’ goproaches. Students choose to attend and teechers
chooseto teach at charter schools. Morethan 2,000 charter schoolsnow
operae in 34 gates and serve more than 500,000 children. Nearly 70
percent of charter schools have awaiting list equd to their enrollment.




Charter School Laws

Thirty-gix states and the Didtrict of Columbia have laws permitting
the establishment of charter schools but the laws vary gregtly. The
Center for Education Reform has evauated the likdihood that esch
law will actudly produce charter schools! This nationd ranking is
based on 10 mgor factorsin the law that can either encourage or dis-
courage charter schools from opening. The strength of alaw depends
largdy on whether or not the sate dlows for a high number of char-
tersand whether agroup can go to morethan one authorizer for achar-
ter. Doesthelaw dlow but not mandate collective bargaining? Findly,
adgrong law waivesmost rulesand regulations, and charters operate as
their own independent school didricts, with money dlocated per pupil
flowing directly from the sate to the charter school. Schools operating
under those conditions are mogt likely to thrive, unfettered from the
myriad of agencies and attitudes that hinder many traditiona public
schools. Jugt writing a good law does not necessarily assure great
schoals, and great schools are not aways found in states with good
laws. However, mogt are,

The key to fogtering greet charter schools is for each date to estab-
lish grong laws that act as awelcome mat.

Federd lawvmakers can help by supporting changesin programsthat
now discriminate againg charter schools. An exampleisTitle | fund-
ing, which thedidtrict isexpected to digtribute to al public schoolsthat
servedisadvantaged youth. Not only isincluding charter schoolsanew
way of thinking for most digtrict adminigrators, it is often an unwel-
come one. Some charter schools have sruggled for years before get-
ting their fair share of funding, and some have yet to seeit.

Federd fundsthat go exclusively to traditiond schoal digtricts send
adgnd to chartersthat they areinferior second cousins. Thereisgrow-




ing bipartisan support to dleviate this burden without creeting specid
funding sources to which charters become addicted. The new admin-
igtration in Washington may be able to unlock some natura bureau-
cratic resstance to dlowing money to follow children. Additiondly,
cregting incentivesfor private and public ingtitutionsto solve the facil-
ities crigs for charter schooals is a high priority for charter advocates
and onethat islikdy to seelight in this Congress.

The New Neighborhood School

Whenthe Greater Brunswick Charter School was conceived by | eft-
leaning, pro-public education parents, no one anticipated the firestorm
it would create. The schools in this mid-New Jersey region were too
large, impersona and not child-centered, the founders argued. So their
charter school would introduce a persond learning environment, with
an emphasis on cvility, community, intellectud development and
civic responghility.

New Jersey’s law gives the Commissoner of Education sole char-
tering authority. Upon being gpproved, the Greater Brunswick Charter
incurred the wrath of severd area school boards, most sharply thet
which governs the schoolsin Highland Park.

For more than three years, and throughout the opening and growth
of thisschool, the Highland Park Board of Educeation fought and berat-
ed the charter school. The Highland Park representatives tedtified at
hearings and digtributed scathing literature. The Highland Park codli-
tion argued that regiond chartersweren’t permitted, that the money for
charters represents an unfunded state mandate and shouldn’'t come
from locd didricts and that the charter law was uncondtitutiond
because the locd digtrict had no say in establishing the schoal.

The parentswere shocked and their passion for public schoolingwas




squashed. “How could anyone that cared about children expect one
sysemtofit dl? Why the fight?” they asked.

The answer became clear through severd levels of court battlesand
finaly with the state Supreme Court ruling that the Greater Brunswick
Charter School had every right to exigt. The issue was not policy, but
power. Aslate as November, the Highland Park codition was recruit-
ing aliesto “confront the problems created by charter schoold”

Meanwhile, the charter is hedthy but smdler than it should be, and
itsleaders are more cautious. The same steps have been repeated hun-
dreds of times over and have led to more than adozen lawsuits reach-
ing date supreme courts. Charter school opponents have dso brought
local nuisance suits over issues such as zoning, racid baance, money
and even whether or not a charter can exist in ahdl thet is shared by
an ltdian men'sclub.

The hirth of the new neighborhood schoal is a difficult and dow
process. The opponents have ensured the dowing of the birth rate, but
the participants are fertile, frustrated and armed with a powerful idea

Agang wha mogt ddidicians condder enormous odds, the
research reveds that charter schools are credting diverse, hedthy and
plentiful learning opportunities for more children. Of the 53 nationd,
regiona and state research studies done exploring charter schools, only
three have found negative effects. Therest havefound postivefactors,
achievements recorded, satisfaction, waiting lists hedthy, voluntary
integration.

While better sudent achievement is the god of dl charter schoals,
their relative newness and varigions from date to state in assessng
schools have made it difficult to draw any universd conclusons. But
many schools have dready shown demondrable success and others




are beginning to measure progress from year to year. The Charter
Schoal of Wilmington achieved the highest average SAT scoresof any
secondary school in Delaware. The Police Athletic League (PAL)
Charter Middle Schoal in Horida has made among the highest gains
of any schodl in the state Since it opened in 1997. Of the 25 charter
schools whose students took the Colorado Student Assessment
Program test in 1999, those in 19 of the schools scored higher than
pupilsin comparable district schools.

Much of the research documents a growing ripple effect among the
traditional schools that had feared the existence of charter schools.
From enabling dedicated and gifted teachers to launch their own
schools, to changing the pergpectives of traditiond public school
adminidrators, charter schools are accderdting system wide school
improvement.

The superintendent of schools in Capidrano, Cdif., was 0
impressed by charters that he asked the legidature for permisson to
becomeacharter didtrict. Hesad it would * bring anew spirit of entre-
preneurism to the didrict. If we eiminate busywork and red tape,
teachers and principas will be able to function better and focus more
onteaching andlearning.” A former Detroit, Mich. superintendent said
“charter schools are helping us movein theright direction.” The trou-
bled Petterson, N.J,, didtrict crested seven specidized academies after
seeing hundreds of children drawn to severa new charter schools
away from the didrict.

Dynamic, Proud, Passionate and Msonary

When it comesto charter schools and their leaders, these words say
ital.

Peter Morcombe sarted Financid Reform for Excdlence in




Education (FREE) in North Caroling, and was among the first to pro-
pose and dat a chater school. A successful business |eader,
Morcombe faced countless obstacles but succeeded in opening five
successful charter schools.

Boston's City on aHill founder Sarah Kass left the lessrisky class
room to start her school for teenagers, awidely acclaimed inditution.
Asgherecdls* garting acharter school meant finding abuilding, pur-
chasing books, supplies ... obtaining insurance, finding the resources
for physical education, food service, counsding and at ... arranging
trangportation and doing it within public bidding laws”

Hoping to join their ranks are people like Nancy Hamilton in
Laramie, Wyo., and Patricia Earle in Keswick, Va They arein Sates
with week laws, but are connecting with parents satewide who share
ther frudrations. Ther ranks represent dmogt as many grassroots
groups as there are charters now in existence.

Theseindividuasimagine apublic education system that providesa
wide variety of learning opportunities, giving parents access not only
to ther traditiona school but to other choicesaswell.

Thisisexactly the world that the education Blob imagines, too. The
Blob knows that the more choice people have, the more they’ [l want.

Parents of today who are devoted to good public schools want noth-
ing more than to have a strong public school at their disposd. Like
Ledie Mandfidd of Frederick, Md., they’d rather not have the
headache of having to choose an dternative. But the inadequacies of
education prompted Ledie to look more closdy a her didrict. She
found others who were concerned and proposed to the didtrict anew
idea for a school. She was rebuffed, learned the hard way that most
school boards do not want to takerisks and is now engaged in abettle




to bring the charter reform to her date. The caseis urgent. Mandfied
learned not hafway into the school year thet her daughter had finished
the Kindergarten curriculum. As she feared, her assgned school st
low gandards and her daughter’s first school experience has been
marked not by chdlenge and excitement but by boredom.

What Parents Want: A Bold Agenda for Reform

This is the position in which an increasing number of parents find
themsdlves. And they are not unlike the children of the 1960s, whose
Question Authority motto is gaining currency. These are dso the atti-
tudes driving the risk-takers that make up the charter pool.
“Edgtablishment be damned,” they say. “Let usrun the schools”

As Time magazine proclamed in 1996, the charter movement isa
grassroots revolt. They are an important part of the reform menu that
includes greater choices for children, high standards and accountabili-
ty, teaching and curriculum reform.

Maryland is one of 14 dates that do not permit charter schools.
L eaders among those states have tried repeetedly to enact laws— and
once agan coditionsare being built from Indianato Washington Sate.
Without intensve pressure from below, their effortswill not beer fruit.
However, the recognition of what parentswarnt, together with pressure
at the nationa level, can make a difference.

The new administration can Sour states to adopt charter school leg-
idation, making it a nationd priority. Washington must also ensure
that policies affecting traditiona K—12 schools do not impose addi-
tionad mandates on charters. The new president must also ensure that
federd grant moniesfor new and model charter schoolsis not misdi-
rected by state and federd rule makers. The proclivity of bureaucrats
to meddle — even in reasonably consarvative adminidrations — is




well documented. With chartersapriority at thepresdentia leve, such
interferenceislesslikely.

Finally, the new president must trumpet, embrace and showcase
the work of leaders whose challenges to the status quo have led to
better educationa opportunities for millions of children. Doing so
will not only help the charter movement but will also put the educa:
tion establishment on notice of more changesto come.

Charter schools are not afad or experiment. They are awholesde
reform that has aready begun to reinvigorate public education in this
country. The president who champions good schools for al children
can publicize the power of thisreform and push date leadersto beits
guardians.




