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A NOTE ABOUT “IN THE NEWS”
FROM JEANNE ALLEN, PRESIDENT

Today’s media landscape is changing faster than ever, and parents, activists, teachers, reformers, and 
students are experiencing these developments firsthand and in real time.

IN THE NEWS 2012-2013 is a glimpse of The Center for Education Reform’s (CER) impact on the 
media, and highlights what the new trends and developments really mean. CER is covered across a 
wide spectrum of the media having major impact and influence. You can see that we continue to be 
the leading voice on the must-covered events, topics, and trends in the education reform movement.

Our fast paced society demands immediacy of news. This immediacy can sometimes restrict the 
accuracy of information and affects the context and framing of the stories. Truthfully, we rely on short 
snippets of the news throughout the day. There is no doubt that in the 20 years that CER has been 
around, the tempo of the news has increased – internet, twitter, television, blogosphere, Facebook 
and other social media offer us hourly or even continuous coverage.

Some say it’s not always good to see your name in the news. However, our metrics show that when 
CER is in the news, the impact we have is overwhelmingly positive. 

As an organization, where grassroots is at the core of our existence, this means all news, for the most 
part, is good news when it mentions CER. Students, parents, and activists need to know what’s going 
on in the education reform movement to become better informed consumers and critics — from 
social media’s influence on events, like the teacher’s union strike in Chicago and the 2012 presidential 
election, to the continued growth of television streaming of events as they happen live, the institution 
that is the media does not escape our attention. 

In total, throughout 2012 and in the first quarter of 2013, CER data and staff were featured in more 
than 780 newspaper, online, and broadcast news stories earning over 190 million impressions from 
outlets like The New York Times, MSNBC, Washington Post, CNN, NBC News and Fox News, to name 
just a few.

As we head into CER’s 3rd decade, we will continue to help inform and change the way the media 
reports on education reform and as we contribute to transform the narrative to better inform the 
public, we hope you will follow us too. Check us out and see the work we are doing daily to protect 
and stimulate media coverage and issue advocacy. And like true media consumers, you can follow us 
online at www.edreform.com, on Facebook www.facebook.com/theCenterforEducationReform and 
on Twitter @edreform.

   Thank you for your support!
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MEDIA IMPACT
Stimulating Media Coverage
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NEWS BY MEDIA
This chart indicates what type of media ran CER’s message in 2012.

NEWS BY CATEGORY
This chart indicates how CER’s news is divided by particular search categories in 2012.
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CER IN THE NEWS 2012-2013 AT A GLANCE

INCREASED MEDIA POSITIVE COVERAGE 

CER raises the positivity rate of articles when we are involved. However, our work in the 
Media Bullpen (www.mediabullpen.com) and in our general communications arena has 
produced increasing positive coverage overall since 2010, even furthering the evidence that 
CER-influenced media is making an impact. 

CER-INFLUENCED VS. NON CER-INFLUENCED MEDIA COVERAGE     
(PRINT & ONLINE)

CER-influenced media resulted in approximately 693 print and online articles in total, of which 
86% were positive on education reform issues representing 119,791,001 positive impressions 
in the media. In the 2,664 education news articles that CER did not influence, only 78% rated 
positive on reform.

Overall, in 2012, print and online articles mentioning or informed by CER that were positive or 
neutral resulted in a 195 percent increase from 354 articles in 2011 to 672 in 2012. This increase 
is due to increased CER-led efforts in our target states, Media Bullpen and EdFifty.com as well 
as increased online media presence in blogs and online broadcast and print outlets.

OVERALL CUMULATIVE IMPRESSIONS

In 2012 and throughout the first quarter of 2013, CER staff and data were featured in 787 
newspaper, online and broadcast news stories earning 190,098,061 impressions. 
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ON AIR
Broadcast Media
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TELEVISION

RADIO

KOCO-TV 2/10/12 Oklahoma City, OK Charter School Laws and Data

CNN HEADLINE NEWS 2/16/12 National Teacher Evaluations and Teacher 
Misconduct

CNN 2/26/12 National The State of Education Reform

NORTH CAROLINA NEWS NETWORK 4/2/12 North Carolina Charter school law misses the mark 
in national ranking

KSTP 4/2/12 Minneapolis, MN Study: Minn. Charter School Law 
Among Best in Country

KSFR 4/2/12 Santa Fe, NM Grade of "C" for New Mexico's 
charter schools law

WVII ABC7 4/3/12 Bangor, ME Maine's Charter School Law Gets 
Passing Grade…Barely

WICS-TV 4/3/12 Springfield, IL Illinois Charter Law Ranking

NORTHWEST CABLE NEWS NETWORK 4/3/12 Seattle, WA Charter School Laws and Data

CMU PUBLIC BROADCASTING NETWORK 4/17/12 Mount Pleasant, MI Charter School Laws and Data

NBC NIGHTLY NEWS 7/27/12 National School Choice and 2012 Presidential 
Election

WALL STREET JOURNAL OPINION LIVE 8/29/12 National Education reform at the 2012 
Republican National Convention

FOX NEWS CHANNEL (BRETT BAIER) 9/11/12 National 2012 Presidential Election Education 
Platforms

FOX & FRIENDS (FOX NEWS CHANNEL) 9/25/12 National "Wont Back Down" and The Parent 
Power Index

FOX BUSINESS 12/6/12 National John Stossel Reports: "The Charter 
Blob"

FOX 45 1/10/13 Baltimore, MD MD Schools Rank #1 in Nation

MORNING IN AMERICA 3/23/12 National The State of Education Reform

AMERICAN FAMILY RADIO ASSOCIATION 4/4/12 National Charter School Laws and Data

TIM BRYANT RADIO 4/5/12 Georgia Elections, Teacher Quality and 
Higher Education

KNRS RADIO 9/27/12 Salt Lake City, UT "Wont Back Down" and The Parent 
Power Index

A2ZPANDC 1/27/13 Phoenix, AZ School Choice Week '13, About and 
Benefits

WJON AM 1/31/13 St. Cloud, MN Minnesota's Parent Power Index
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GENERATING IDEAS
The Opinion Pages
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February 13, 2012

Pennsylvania 
makes it too hard 
to start charter 
schools
By JEANNE ALLEN

While the headlines and dates might differ, we keep 
hearing the same old story. Local school boards state-
wide, including Harrisburg School District, continue to 
deny their students quality educational options. 

With 91 percent of Harrisburg’s traditional public 
schools failing (10 schools out of 11), a budget that’s 
a complete mess and only one charter school operat-
ing and approved during the last decade, it’s troubling 
to keep reading the same story — “Harrisburg School 
Board rejects charter school applications.”

You have to wonder what is wrong with the school 
board and why it doesn’t have the best interests of its 
students at heart. Are all of these charter school applica-
tions really that bad? No. Would they really put greater 
financial burden on the cash-strapped district? No. 
They’d save the district money. So then, you might ask, 
what’s really going on here?

Pennsylvania’s charter school law is as absurd as the 
notion of requiring Burger King to seek approval from 
McDonald’s before opening another restaurant. Tradi-
tionally, local school boards are often unable or unwill-
ing to have fair and impartial processes to vet charter 
schools. Many that do approve charter schools create 
friction with the schooling entities.

This is why the concept of multiple authorizers is an 
important change needed for the Pennsylvania’s charter 
school law. The term “multiple” or “independent” au-
thorizers is used to describe a component of the charter 
school law permitting authorizing entities such as uni-
versities, new independent state agencies and/or mayors.

In addition, state boards that approve charter schools on 
appeal might become an authorizer. States that permit a 
number of entities to authorize charter schools or pro-
vide applicants with a binding appeals process encour-
age more activity than those that vest authorizing power 
in a single entity, particularly if that entity is the local 
school board.

The goal is to give parents the most options, and having 
multiple sponsors helps achieve it. Having multiple au-
thorizers is not a new concept. Presently, 16 states have 
independent or multiple chartering authorities while 
several more have been considering and advancing this 
improvement through their legislatures. 

Those states with multiple authorizers on the books are 
seeing growth of high-quality charter schools that help 
students excel and achieve academic success not found 
in many traditional public schools.

Not too long ago, traditional public school scores in 
New York City looked a lot more like Pennsylvania’s 
dismal record. But over time, the competition from giv-
ing parents a choice has improved all schools.

Charter school students in New York City demonstrate 
a long-term trend of outperforming their peers in tradi-
tional public schools, thanks to a strong state charter law 
that allows for multiple and highly accountable autho-
rizers. In fact, 68.5 percent of the Big Apple’s charter 
students are proficient in math compared with 57.3 
percent in traditional public schools.

As it stands, there are only disincentives for local school 
boards to approve charter schools. And without multiple 
authorizers, families and students are missing out on the 
opportunity to explore different and innovative educa-
tional options. It’s time for lawmakers in the Keystone 
State to get real about education reform and act on it.

Children’s lives are on the line. Every day they stall to 
get it done is one more day they are failing our future.  

Jeanne Allen is president of The Center for Education 
Reform in Washington, D.C.
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April 12, 2012

Charter 
Schools 
and 
Sausage
By JEANNE ALLEN

Many people know the old 
adage, often attributed to 
Churchill, that the two things 
one best not see being made 
are law and sausage. Indeed 
when it comes to education 
policy there is no better tru-
ism.

Twenty-one years ago when 
the states first began enacting 
charter school laws, the inten-
tion -- and the hope -- was 
that charter schools would 
begin to serve the millions of 
students who had long been 
stuck in failing schools and 
who, by all accounts today, are 
still woefully underserved by 
the traditional public school 
establishment. Charter schools 
-- public schools free from 
most rules and regulations 
that hinder progress and 
success, open by choice and 
held accountable for academic 
results, now number almost 
5,700 with nearly 2 million 
children in attendance. That’s 
barely 2% of all public school 
students today, though in 
Washington the market share 
is 45% and in Kansas City 
it’s 35%, a direct correlation 
between need and demand 
-- and the strength of the 
charter school laws in some 
states. And while some laws 
indeed have opened the way 
for the proliferation of charter 
schools, some states’ laws are 
no more than words on paper.

While most education 
groups understand that just 
passing a law is barely half 
the battle, sadly, the general 
public is largely unaware that 
it takes more than an up or 
down vote to change policy 
and make good things start 
happening for kids. And so 
when parents call us or revolt 
in their neighborhood over 
the lack of quality education 
available to them, many turn 
a blind eye. Policymakers in 
particular wonder what all the 
fuss is about, especially when 
their state has a charter law. 
Yes, it’s uncanny but true that 
most lawmakers don’t know 
what really happens in prac-
tice after they’ve helped enact 
a law! And getting their atten-
tion to actually focus on what 
their handiwork hath wrought 
is a challenge.

So while the nation’s 
schools are busy grading their 
students, we’re busy grading 
the states on how well their 
laws actually work in practice 
to improve education.

Our measurements are 
based on consistent, numerical 
analyses that hold every state 
to the same standard: Will the 
actual written law yield high 
numbers of high quality char-
ter schools, with freedom and 
flexibility in operations, equity 
in funding, and accountability 
in outcomes? Does the sau-
sage making include the best 
ingredients available, or pure 
garbage?

We thoroughly review of 
each state’s law, examining 
what the words actually mean, 
in practice. For example, the 
word “commensurate” with re-
gard to funding sounds great, 
doesn’t it? But in practice, it 
is often interpreted to mean 
different things depending on 
who’s in charge or how regu-

THE HUFFINGTON POST
lations are written. A funding 
formula that seems as clear as 
day can actually be a jumble 
of contradictory statements, 
understood -- often deliber-
ately -- only by the regula-
tors (and often to a charter 
school’s detriment). Still more 
often, practices are created 
and attributed to law that do 
not have even the slightest 
relationship to the policies 
enacted. Someone, somewhere 
puts in place a practice that 
gets followed and treated 
like law over time. It hap-
pens every day with charter 
school laws. Policies are set by 
someone -- as fallible as we -- 
perceived or interpreted to be 
right, and then they have the 
force of law.

This is a point that should 
not be lost on our nation’s 
educators, who are often 
required to do things that 
school boards and superin-
tendents have interpreted as 
being required in law, when 
in actuality the practices they 
demand are simply a reaction, 
and their own interpretation 
of how to respond. That’s the 
pandemic of “teaching to the 
test”; the idea that a school 
would be judged or rewarded 
on the basis of one set of test 
scores does not in fact hap-
pen anywhere, but it’s become 
conventional wisdom and thus 
common practice to require 
them to “teach to a test” as op-
posed to do the “real” teaching 
they think will get a more sub-
stantial learning result. Teach-
ers complain they don’t have 
the flexibility, confidence or 
resources to do their job well. 
The reality is that great teach-
ing results in great results on 
any test, but like making law 
and sausage, getting there is 
messy.

Lawmakers often fall into 
the same trap in their own 
craft, and resort to creat-
ing policies that may sound 
responsive to the needs and 
demands of the public but in 
reality have little impact on 
the people they are intended 
to serve. Many states permit 
charters to open, but their laws 
are so restrictive and inoper-
able that they may as well not 
have laws at all. And because 
they simply approached char-
ter lawmaking as if they were 
“teaching to the test” these 
states yield grades of low C’s, 
Ds and Fs.

On the other hand, those 
states that seek substance over 
form, and whose laws truly 
foster the creation of high 
numbers of high quality char-
ters get, to no one’s surprise, 
the better grades; the A’s and 
B’s. Instead of going through 
the motions, they challenge 
conventional wisdom, com-
mon practices and succeed in 
doing what they set out to do 
when they started.

Educating the public to 
understand the mysteries of 
law making is the first step in 
ensuring a truly exceptional 
education for all children for 
generations to come. Educa-
tion reform requires a lot of 
moving parts to make good 
schools grow for all children. 
Be it increased and better 
standards, teacher quality 
initiatives, new forms of ac-
countability or charter school 
laws, we must be resolute 
in our demand for laws that 
actually do what they intend 
and ensure that long after 
the people now in charge are 
gone, the intended results are 
still happening.

Jeanne Allen is president 
of The Center for Education 
Reform in Washington, D.C.
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October 12, 2012

A Romney administration would obviously 
bring deep cutbacks in virtually all areas 
of domestic spending.

The Chicago teachers strike is a reflection 
of the fact that teachers have been pushed 
too far for too long and are particularly 
incensed on the overly assertive (and intel-
lectually indefensible) use of test scores 
to evaluate individual teachers. Romney’s 
very hostile reaction toward the teachers 
and the Obama Administration’s straddle 
show the difference.

Diane Ravitch
Education historian and blogger whose 
books include “Death and Life of the 
Great American School System” (2010).

Both support charters, which is privati-
zation, and which do not get better test 
scores than public schools.

Both support test-based evaluation of 
teachers, which has never been shown to 
accomplish anything other than to demor-
alize teachers.

Both support carrots (merit pay) and sticks 
(closing schools like shoe stores that don’t 
make a profit). Merit pay has been tried 
again and again for nearly a century. It 
never works.

Both emphasize test scores as the measure 
of good education, which they are not.

Neither talks about the impact that poverty 
has on children’s readiness to learn.

Three big differences:

1. Romney supports vouchers; Obama 
does not.

2. Romney embraces privatization; Obama 
has offered only half-hearted support via 
privately managed charters.

3. Romney wants to give the student loans 
back to the banks and provide no help for 
college students drowning in debt. Obama 
took the program away from the banks and 
understands that students need financial 
aid. All the talk about boosting college-
going rates is hollow, if students can’t pay 
for it.

Experts’ views about 
Obama and Romney 
on education
By HOWARD BLUME

The following are edited excerpts from 
telephone interviews and email exchanges 
with leading education analysts, writers 
and researchers regarding the policies and 
positions of the presidential candidates.

Michelle Rhee
Chief executive, StudentsFirst; former 
chancellor, District of Columbia Public 
Schools

Both support expanding educational op-
tions for families. President Obama did 
this, for example, by encouraging states 
to get rid of unnecessary caps on public 
charter schools through Race to the Top 
[grants]. At the same time, Gov. Romney 
supports dramatically expanding choices 
parents can make about where to send 
their kids to school. But he doesn’t tie 
that increased flexibility to strong rules 
ensuring any school — private or public 
— that takes the public funds will be held 
accountable for student learning.

Jonathan Kozol
Author whose books about education 
include “Death at an Early Age” (1967) 
and “Savage Inequalities” (1991). His 
new book is “Fire in the Ashes.”

As we saw in Wisconsin, there is a 
constituency out there that would like to 
do away with public-sector unions. The 
teachers are the loudest of those unions. 
Romney could not do away with teachers 
unions, but I think he will do his very best 
to move us in that direction.

President Obama simply wants to chal-
lenge the teachers unions to be more 
flexible in their demands but obviously 
recognizes they have a useful role in our 
society.

I regret the President’s apparent willing-
ness to continue relying on standardized 
exams in evaluating teachers because I 

think it’s a simplistic way of judging what 
happens in the classroom and excludes so 
many aspects of a good education that are 
not reduceable to numbers.

The President recognizes that a demoral-
ized teaching force is not going to bring 
passionate determination to the education 
of children — no matter how you measure 
them, castigate them or properly criticize 
them.

Jeanne Allen
President, Center for Education Reform, 
based in Washington, D.C.

A Romney administration would likely 
leave the regulating to the states, where it 
belongs. This becomes the huge distinc-
tion between the candidates—on charters, 
on teacher issues, on testing. Obama be-
lieves government should lead, and if the 
states aren’t doing something he’ll step in.

Romney’s impact would be felt much big-
ger and broader than the current adminis-
tration’s impact. Today you can get more 
money by promising to behave. Romney’s 
approach would likely be very different: 
his incentives for choice...; his fight with 
labor; his attempt to reopen the higher 
education lending market.

Obama should be calling the unions to the 
carpet, and instead [Education Secre-
tary Arne] Duncan is sending platitudes 
about getting along and collaborating. 
That’s because they promised the unions 
they would work with them and need the 
unions. Romney has no such allegiance.

Gary Orfield
Professor, UCLA Graduate School of 
Education; co-director, the Civil Rights 
Project at UCLA

The Obama administration should have 
fought harder to continue the economic 
stimulus in education for at least another 
year or two. Without it things in schools 
and colleges would have been far worse.

My reading is that Romney is profoundly 
skeptical about the value of federal funds 
and thinks they do no good.
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January 22, 2013

The Detroit News
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National News
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January 10, 2012

Washington 
Lawmakers 
To Propose 
Charter 
Schools Bill
by DONNA GORDON  BLANKIN-
SHIP

Several Washington lawmakers 
plan to introduce a bill later this 
week that would allow for public 
charter schools in the state.

Sen. Rodney Tom, D-Medina, said 
charter schools have proven to 
be effective in nearly every other 
state. In many cases, a stampede 
of parents have tried to get their 
kids into charter schools, he said.

“That should be the attitude we 
have at every school,” Tom said. 
“Why would you want to prevent 
schools that people are clamoring 
in other states to get into.”

Washington voters have twice re-
jected the idea of charter schools.

Sixty-four percent of Washington 
voters voted against an initiative to 
the Legislature calling for charter 
schools in 1996. Over the next 
seven years, five charter bills were 
proposed and then rejected by 
the Legislature. Then in 2004, a 
charter bill narrowly passed the 
Legislature and was signed by the 
governor, but that November vot-
ers rejected the idea again.

Washington is one of eight states 
that do not allow charter schools, 
according to the Center for Edu-
cation Reform. The other states 
without charter school laws are 
Alabama, Kentucky, Montana, 
Nebraska, North Dakota, South 
Dakota and West Virginia.

Maine passed a charter school law 
in 2011 and the issue has been 
back on the agenda in many of 
these other states, including bills 
introduced but not passed in four, 
while some of the 42 states with 
charter school laws have voted to 
expand their use, according to the 
Center for Education Reform.

Now that most other states are 
successfully using these alterna-
tive public schools to raise student 
achievement, Tom says it should 
be a safe topic for Washington 
again. He said he expected a bill to 
be introduced on Thursday.

Last fall, the Washington PTA 
also added charter schools to its 
legislative agenda. Other groups 
support the idea, but the state’s 
largest teachers union says now 
isn’t a good time to talk about put-
ting public money into experimental 
schools.
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January 11, 2012

By ANNA M. PHILLIPS

For the first time, New York City is closing 
a charter school for the offense of simply be-
ing mediocre.

The announcement this week that the 
city planned to shut Peninsula Preparatory 
Charter School, a seven-year-old elementary 
school in Far Rockaway, Queens, was unusual 
by any definition. Since 2004, the city has 
closed only a few of its 142 charters that have 
opened — schools that are publicly financed 
but privately managed, and are a source of 
competition for traditional schools.

But as more of the city’s charter schools 
have matured, reaching the five-year renewal 
mark, the Education Department has become 
increasingly impatient with weak-performing 
ones. With the closing of Peninsula Prep, 
which had received a grade of C on each of its 
last four progress reports, Chancellor Den-
nis M. Walcott seemed to be signaling that 
the city’s 136 charters will now be held to a 
higher standard.

And increasing scrutiny of New York char-
ter schools could have widespread implica-
tions, prompting a wider conversation across 
the country about what the bar for closing 
should be, and how much charter schools 
should be expected to outperform public 
schools.

Under Joel I. Klein, the former schools 
chancellor, the perception had grown among 
charter school leaders and those on the 
outside that as long as their test scores were 
middling at worst and their schools were 
functional, the city would not interfere.

“I think that there was a large number of 
people, including the chancellor, who were 
just very predisposed to be charter support-
ers, so it was hard for them to take off that 
hat,” said Michael Duffy, a former director of 
the city’s charter school office, who remem-
bered having to lobby his superiors in 2010 
to close a charter school in East New York, 
Brooklyn, that was forcing out special educa-
tion students.

Marc Sternberg, a deputy chancellor who 
oversees the charter school office, said the city 

school is being used as a warning.”
New York City has closed charter schools 

for poor performance in the past, but their 
test scores were dismal. In other cases, schools 
were closed after they had already been dam-
aged by poor fiscal or management decisions. 
Last year, the city succeeded in closing the 
Ross Global Academy, a charter school led 
by Courtney Sale Ross, the multimillionaire 
widow of Steve Ross, the Time Warner chief 
executive. When the city announced plans 
to close the school, only 26 percent of its 
students had passed the state English test and 
33 percent passed math.

James Merriman, chief executive of the 
New York City Charter School Center, said a 
confluence of factors might have led the city 
to raise the bar for renewing charter schools. 
In 2010, state education officials toughened 
the math and English exams administered 
annually to students in third through eighth 
grades, after years of complaints about test 
score inflation. Across the city, scores dropped 
precipitously, and suddenly schools that once 
appeared to be holding their own were actu-
ally found to be in distress.

Another factor is that as more charter 
schools reach their five-year renewal points, 
the city is judging them by their progress 
report grades, which were not given to schools 
opened and renewed before the reports began 
in 2008. The additional measurement affected 
Peninsula Prep, which failed to meet five 
of nine standards it had promised to reach, 
according to the city’s renewal report. One of 
the standards was receiving at least a B on its 
progress report.

Charter school advocates said the Educa-
tion Department had also become responsive 
to criticism that it treated charter schools 
differently from district schools. Since 2002, 
the city has closed 117 district schools, a vast 
majority of them for poor performance.

“School closure is built into the charter 
idea — and needs to happen regardless,” Mr. 
Merriman wrote in an e-mail. “But certainly 
if a district is closing traditional schools for 
poor performance, not closing charter schools 
becomes doubly indefensible.”

On the other hand, he said charter school 
critics and the teachers’ union had been too 
quick to urge the city to close charter schools, 
while defending failing district schools.

New York City Charter School Finds That a Grade of ‘C’ Means Closing
had not changed its approach to monitoring 
charter schools.

“Our focus has always been on opening 
new, excellent district and charter schools 
that provide students with a high-quality 
education,” he said in a statement. “In 2009, 
Peninsula Prep received a short-term renewal 
and were told that if they failed to meet the 
standards in their charter they would not be 
given another. They failed to do so, and we 
have to hold them accountable for that.”

But charter school advocates and lead-
ers believe that by closing Peninsula Prep, 
the city is issuing a warning to schools that 
it is no longer sufficient to be as good as or 
slightly better than traditional public schools; 
they have to be exemplars.

Until now, the city’s rate of closing for 
charters — about 4 percent since the first 
charters were granted in 1999 — was below 
the national average: 15 percent of charters 
across the country have been closed since 
1992, according to a report by the Center for 
Education Reform, published last December.

By the city’s standards, Peninsula was not 
the worst charter school, nor was it the best. 
Last year, 46 percent of Peninsula’s students 
passed the state English exam, a better 
performance than 47 other city charters. On 
the math exam, 60 percent of its students 
scored as proficient. For the last four years, it 
received C’s on its annual progress reports. It 
was, by definition, in the middle of the herd. 
But not on Far Rockaway, where those scores 
were high enough for Peninsula Prep to 
outperform 9 of the 10 elementary schools its 
students are zoned for.

Ericka Wala, Peninsula’s principal since 
July 2009, said the school had been improv-
ing, though slowly.

“We were a struggling school in 2009 
when everybody was A’s and B’s,” Ms. Wala 
said, “and when they raised the standard, we 
were able to maintain a C. The scores had to 
have gone up in order to do that. I do feel the 
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What Happens to  
the Kids When   
Charter Schools Fail?
By SARAH BUTRYMOWICZ 
Terri Griffin made herself a promise when her youngest daugh-
ter was ready for kindergarten: the little girl would never set 
foot in an Akron public school. Griffin, a jewelry-store clerk and 
graduate of the Ohio city’s school system, had sent eight children 
— two of her own and six others she raised as her own — to 
traditional public schools.

She felt they were pushed through to a diploma and didn’t 
learn enough. Teachers were eager to recommend special educa-
tion, but Griffin couldn’t get them to provide other, basic help. 
So for her youngest daughter, she sought out a charter school, 
Lighthouse Academy, and hoped for a better outcome. 

Griffin didn’t know about Lighthouse Academy’s low test 
scores or that it had been identified by the state as being in an 
academic emergency on and off since opening in 2000. Instead, 
when she visited the west Akron school, Griffin saw caring 
teachers working with small classes in a school that was well 
established in the community. She hasn’t once regretted her deci-
sion. Now, under Ohio’s charter school closure law, considered 
the toughest in the nation, Lighthouse Academy is slated to be 
shuttered at the end of the year. The 2006 law mandates that any 
charter school that has received the state’s Academic Emergency 
rating or been placed on academic watch for two out of three 
years will be shut down. (The ratings are based on state test 
scores.)

Most of Lighthouse’s 66 students will be thrust back into the 
same public schools their parents tried to flee. Nearby public 
schools perform only slightly better than Lighthouse on stan-
dardized tests, and some do just as poorly.

The closure is another blow for the children of this fading 
industrial city, where a third of all kids live in poverty and about a 
quarter of high schoolers fail to graduate. It’s a scenario becom-
ing familiar to thousands of families in the nation’s poorest 
neighborhoods as more and more districts start cracking down 
on low-performing charter schools, which get public funds but 
operate without the usual bureaucratic constraints. 

The dismantling of so many charters has some experts worry-
ing that when students are forced to leave educational environ-
ments where they have friends and feel comfortable, the disrup-
tion is destabilizing and upsetting to some of the system’s most 
vulnerable populations. Robert Slavin, director of the Center for 
Research and Reform in Education at Johns Hopkins University 
in Maryland, believes closure should be a last resort, after giving 
schools support and experimenting with possible solutions. 
Otherwise, well-meaning educational programs could wind up 
hurting the very kids they are trying to help. “Letting alone or 
closing are not the only two options,” Slavin says. “[Closing] is 
very damaging to kids.”

Nonetheless, the crackdown on ineffective charter schools has 
the backing of charter supporters as well as critics. In an effort 

to save the charter movement, which has come under increas-
ing scrutiny, advocates have asked for more accountability, 
supporting forced closures of low-performing schools. Florida 
has already adopted a law similar to Ohio’s. During the current 
legislative session, charter advocates in Missouri are pushing a 
bill that would require charter schools to set up specific bench-
marks, giving sponsors an easy way to hold schools accountable. 
The California Charter Schools Association has said it will start 
urging school boards to not allow faltering schools to stay open. 

Bill Sims, president of the Ohio Alliance of Public Charter 
Schools, says he regularly gets calls from his counterparts in 
other states asking for more information on Ohio’s law so they 
can use it as a model for their own legislation.

“The good news is, Ohio doesn’t keep underperforming 
schools open. The bad news is, it hit Lighthouse,” says Marianne 
Cooper, director of the Richland Academy of the Arts, the non-
profit community arts center in Mansfield, Ohio, that sponsors 
Lighthouse. While the organization has closed the four other 
charters it operated, it saw potential in Lighthouse because of 
some of the same things that attracted and impressed Griffin.

“I love the way the classes are structured,” Griffin says of her 
now second-grader’s experience. “The teachers that she has had 
take those children in as their own.”

The personal attention has not translated into convincing data, 
however. Lighthouse has struggled on state tests since it opened, 
falling well below state and district averages. Over the past six 
years, only about 31% of its students annually have reached 
proficiency across all grades and subjects. In some cases, only 
one student per class passed the exam.

Last year, every student demonstrated at least one year’s 
worth of growth, according to state standardized tests, although 
many remained below grade level in their performance.

Using that growth as a key argument, Principal Fannie Brown 
plans to appeal the closure decision. However, the Ohio Depart-
ment of Education says the decision will not be overturned.

“While the school made some academic gains in the last 
report-card period, it was simply not enough to surmount the 
consequences of the closure law,” says Ohio Education Depart-
ment spokesman Patrick Gallaway.

If Lighthouse closes, as expected, it could represent the 
beginning of a major change in the way charter schools operate. 
Nationally, charter schools with low scores are only slightly more 
likely to close than traditional schools with low scores, according 
to a recent study by the Fordham Institute that examined char-
ters in 10 states. New data released by the Center for Education 
Reform (CER), a pro-charter group, indicates that 15% of charter 
schools have been shut down over the course of the charter 
movement, which began two decades ago. But fewer than 200 
of the 6,700 charters that have opened since 1992 were closed 
down for academic reasons; the majority were shuttered due to 
financial or mismanagement problems.

Jeanne Allen, CER’s president, says administrative problems 
indicate that a school isn’t working long before test scores come 
out; the center’s data, she says, shows that failing schools do get 
shut down even without the new regulations. “The vast majority 
succeed [and] stay open,” she says. “Those that don’t are closed 
within a few short years before they can ever have any negative 
impact on students.”
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Leaving ‘No Child’ 
law: Obama lets 
10 states flee
By BEN FELLER AND KIMBERLY HEFLING 

WASHINGTON — It could be the beginning 
of the end for No Child Left Behind.

The goal was lofty: Get all children up to 
par in math and reading by 2014. But the na-
tion isn’t getting there, and now some states 
are getting out.

In a sign of what’s to come, President 
Barack Obama on Thursday freed 10 states 
from some of the landmark law’s toughest 
requirements. Those states, which had to 
commit to their own, federally approved 
plans, will now be free, for example, to judge 
students with methods other than test scores. 
They also will be able to factor in subjects 
beyond reading and math.

“We can combine greater freedom with 
greater accountability,” Obama said from the 
White House. Plenty more states are bound to 
take him up on the offer.

While many educators and many gover-
nors celebrated, congressional Republicans 
accused Obama of executive overreach, and 
education and civil rights groups questioned 
if schools would be getting a pass on aggres-
sively helping poor and minority children — 
the kids the 2002 law was primarily designed 
to help.

The first 10 states to be declared free from 
the education law are Colorado, Florida, Geor-
gia, Indiana, Kentucky, Massachusetts, Minne-
sota, New Jersey, Oklahoma and Tennessee. 
The only state that applied for the flexibility 
and did not get it, New Mexico, is working 
with the administration to get approval.

Twenty-eight other states, the District of 
Columbia and Puerto Rico have signaled that 
they, too, plan to flee the law in favor of their 
own plans.

The government’s action on Thursday was 
a tacit acknowledgement that the law’s main 
goal, getting all students up to speed in read-
ing and math by 2014, is not within reach.

The states excused from following the 
law no longer have to meet that deadline. 
Instead, they had to put forward plans show-

ing they will prepare children for college 
and careers, set new targets for improving 
achievement among all students, reward the 
best performing schools and focus help on 
the ones doing the worst.

Obama said he was acting because Con-
gress had failed to update the law despite 
widespread agreement it needed to be fixed.

“We’ve offered every state the same deal,” 
Obama said. “If you’re willing to set higher, 
more honest standards than the ones that 
were set by No Child Left Behind, then we’re 
going to give you the flexibility to meet those 
standards.”

The executive action by Obama is one of 
his most prominent in an ongoing campaign 
to act on his own where Congress is rebuffing 
him.

No Child Left Behind was one of President 
George W. Bush’s most touted domestic 
accomplishments, and was passed with wide-
spread bipartisan support in Congress. It has 
been up for renewal since 2007. But lawmak-
ers have been stymied for years by compet-
ing priorities, disagreements over how much 
of a federal role there should be in schools 
and, in the recent Congress, partisan gridlock.

The law requires annual testing, and dis-
tricts were forced to keep a closer eye on how 
students of all races were performing — not 
just relying on collective averages. Schools 
that didn’t meet requirements for two years 
or longer faced increasingly harsher conse-
quences, including busing children to higher-
performing schools, offering tutoring and 
replacing staff.

Over the years, the law became increas-
ingly unpopular, itself blamed for many ills in 
schools. Teachers and parents complained it 
led to “teaching to the test.” Parents didn’t like 
the stigma of sending their kids to a school 
labeled a failure when requirements weren’t 
met. States, districts and schools said the law 
was too rigid and that they could do a better 
job coming up with strategies to turn around 
poor performance.

A common complaint was that the 2014 
deadline was simply unrealistic.

As the deadline approaches, more schools 
are failing to meet requirements under the 
law, with nearly half not doing so last year, 
according to the Center on Education Policy. 
Center officials said that’s because some 
states today have harder tests or have high 
numbers of immigrant and low-income chil-

dren, but it’s also because the law requires 
states to raise the bar each year for how 
many children must pass.

The current law requires schools to use 
standardized tests in math and reading to 
determine student progress. The waivers 
announced Thursday do not excuse states 
from those requirements but instead give 
them the freedom to use science, social 
studies and other subjects in their measures 
of student progress.

The 10 states also now can include scores 
on college admission exams and other tests 
in their calculation of how schools are per-
forming. They can be excused from penalties 
included in the federal law but had to come 
up with their own set of sanctions for low-
performing schools.

For example, Georgia will replace the law’s 
pass-or-fail with a five-star rating system and 
will use end-of-course tests and Advanced 
Placement performance in its measure of 
students.

In Oklahoma, schools are to be taken over 
by the state if they consistently fail to meet 
standards.

Kentucky — the first state to formally ask 
the federal government to be excused from 
some requirements when Gov. Steve Beshear 
sent a letter to Washington last summer — 
will use ACT college-entrance exams and 
other assessments by that company in its 
measures.

The schools still have to focus on the sub-
groups of students outlined in the federal 
law, such as English language learners and 
students with disabilities.

Not everyone applauded Thursday’s an-
nouncement.

While No Child Left Behind isn’t perfect, 
said Jeanne Allen, president of the Center 
for Education Reform, it’s thrown a valu-
able spotlight on problem schools. She said 
giving districts and states more flexibility 
“without firm consequence” is not reform.

“If school district power were the answer 
to our education woes, our nation would be 
soaring high above the rest of the world in 
achievement. It is not, and it will not, until 
our leaders — just as the people they serve 
— face both rewards and sanctions for the 
education systems they govern,” Allen said.
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Center for  
Education  
Reform’s  
report tallies  
a national   
average of 2.1
By FLORENCE AND  
JOSEPH MCGINN

The Center for Education   
Reform’s newly released 
report, The Essential Guide to 
Charter School Law: Charter 
School Laws Across the States, 
2012, is the center’s 13th an-
nual analysis of charter school-
related legal policy and issues. 
The report documents current 
conditions for effective laws 
able to support the growth and 
success of models of public, 
charter schooling. The Charter 
School Laws Across the States 
report indicates the wide varia-
tions in charter school laws, 
state by state, average out to 
a national 2.1 GPA grade on 
charter school policy, reveal-
ing a compelling need for 
improvement, especially in 
failing states.

District of Columbia and 
29 states earn A, B, and C 
scores
The national GPA of 2.1, es-
sentially a C grade on state 
charter school laws, is a result 
of analysis of 41 states and 
the District of Columbia. The 
final, national tally combines 
state-earned scores of five A 
grades, nine B grades, seven-
teen C grades, and a dismal 
seven D grades and four F 
grades.

Five states received a grade 
of A in the Center for  
Education Reform’s  
Charter School Laws Across 
the States, 2012, report: 
District of Columbia 
Minnesota 

Indiana 
Arizona 
Michigan

Ten states received a grade 
of B in the CER report on 
charter school laws:
New York 
California 
Florida 
Colorado 
Utah 
Missouri 
Idaho 
Pennsylvania 
Louisiana 
Ohio

Fifteen states received a 
grade of B in the CER   
report on charter school 
laws:
Wisconsin 
South Carolina 
Delaware 
Massachusetts 
Georgia 
Tennessee 
New Mexico 
Oregon 
New Jersey 
Nevada 
Oklahoma 
Maine 
Texas 
North Carolina 
Illinois

Twelve states receive  
deficient and failing scores
The states receiving a grade 
of D were Arkansas, Rhode 
Island, New Hampshire, Con-
necticut, Wyoming, Alaska, 
Maryland, and Hawaii. Failing 
states were Kansas, Iowa, 
Virginia, and Mississippi.

Analysis made against  
national benchmarks
The Center for Education 
Reform’s 2012 report analyzes 
each law against nationally 
recognized benchmarks that 
most closely dictate the impact 
of charter school policies on 
healthy, sustainable charter 

schools. Categories ranked in 
the 2012 Center for Education 
Reform report include:

• the existence of multiple 
independent authorizers 
• number of schools allowed 
• operational autonomy 
• fiscal equity when compared 
to their conventional public 
school peers.

Components such as the 
creation of multiple indepen-
dent authorizers and fiscal 
equity can transform a state’s 
educational culture. Lack of 
components to ensure op-
erational freedom, equity and 
alternate paths to authorizing 
limit charter progress can lead 
to contentious charter battles.

Charter schools are essential 
part of national strategy
US Secretary of Education 
Arne Duncan has stated, 
“High-quality charter schools 
have an important role to 
play in the overall strategy 
of successful school reform.” 
When charters perform well, 
US Secretary of Education 
Duncan has indicated that 
“high-quality charter schools 
across the country are mak-
ing an amazing difference in 
our children’s lives, especially 
when charters in inner-city 
communities are performing 
as well, if not better, than their 
counterparts in much wealthier 
suburbs.” He has noted their 
pivotal importance and suc-
cess, especially in serving a 
“vulnerable student population 
that is majority low-income” 
with capacities that “exceed 
the average academic perfor-
mance for all students in their 
state.”

Reform progress is not even
The Center for Education 
Reform’s President Jeanne       
Allen states, “Charter 
schools...are permitted in 41 
states and the District of 
Columbia... While some state 

laws are still as great as 
intended when they were 
created, many states, just like 
schools that complain they are 
forced to ‘teach to the test’ 
rather than deliver exceptional 
education.”

Allen continues, “This should 
be a wake up call to everyone...
Just having a law is not even 
half the battle. Knowing how 
to understand a law and imple-
ment it is the most essential act 
anyone engaged in lawmak-
ing will ever undertake, and 
this report is for and about the 
hundreds of local, state and 
national policymakers whose 
pens and keyboards create 
the laws that can transform 
— or erect barriers to — true 
educational progress for all 
children.”

Debate continues
It should be stated that other 
evaluations, based upon  
different methodologies and 
models exist, including work 
done by strong agencies such 
as the National Alliance for 
Public Charter Schools. The 
Center for Educational Reform 
states in the introduction of its 
Charter School Laws Across 
the States, 2012, report that it 
recognizes the work of other 
agencies and invites debates 
and discourse on its scorecard 
and analysis.

Success is essential
It should not be surprising that 
not all models succeed, but 
despite obstacles, the path of 
milestones met, continuous 
evaluation, and ongoing im-
provement remains critical. 
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By KATHY MATHESON

PHILADELPHIA -- The school system’s chief recovery officer was 
trying to explain how broke the district is, but no one could hear him.

“Save our schools! Save our schools!”
More than 200 protesters had packed the Philadelphia school board 

meeting and were drowning out the official presentation; they also waved 
signs expressing “No confidence” in next year’s austere budget. It was the 
second major demonstration at district headquarters in just over a week.

The City of Brotherly Love is boiling over with frustration. It’s not 
just the $700 million in education cuts this past year. It’s not just a loss of 
state aid, which led to a massive rally and 14 arrests. And it’s not just the 
plan to close 40 of Philadelphia’s 249 schools within a year.

“For 10 years we’ve lived with promises that privatization and choice 
options would be the magic bullet to a lot of the problems,” said par-
ent Helen Gym. “What we found is chasing after these silver bullets 
has really drained schools of resources and starved them to the point of 
dysfunction.”

Like many other cash-strapped urban districts, Philadelphia is trying 
desperately to emerge from a quagmire of red ink and underachievement. 
A state takeover in 2002 did little to eradicate the financial, academic and 
violence problems that have plagued the schools for years.

Philadelphia badly lags the national average in reading and math 
scores, ranking below even peer districts like New York, Houston and 
Miami. About 61 percent of local students graduate from high school; 
only 35 percent get a college degree.

Now, a new cadre of district leaders is determined to develop a fiscally 
sustainable system of safe, high-quality schools for the city’s 146,000 
students. Chief Recovery Officer Thomas Knudsen has proposed cutting 
hundreds of central office jobs, creating management networks to oversee 
schools, and shuttering dozens of old and depopulated buildings as more 
students enroll in charter schools.

The response was swift – and angry.
Parents and teachers contend they had no input into such a drastic 

overhaul. Students and community members fear school closures will 
destroy neighborhoods and create blight. Public education advocates say 
the district is privatizing a basic civil right.

Chicago, Detroit, Kansas City and St. Louis also turned to the private 
sector in ultimately failed efforts to improve schools, said Diane Ravitch, 
an education professor at New York University. There’s no evidence it will 
succeed in Philadelphia, she said.

In fact, the city did try a similar approach 10 years ago, doling out 70 
schools to education management organizations. But labor contracts 
largely prevented the companies from hiring their own staff; few im-
provements were seen; and nearly all have left the district.

“Why are we trying this again?” Cathy Roccia-Meier, a visibly frus-
trated parent, said at a budget hearing last month.

West Philadelphia High School sophomore Alycia Duncan worries 
that school closures could place students from rival neighborhoods in the 
same building – with violent results. As it is, she said, troubled students 

PhiladelPhia SchoolS enveloPed in anger, FruStration 
amid auStere Budget

have no one to talk to because of a dearth of counselors.
“They don’t really know from a student’s perspective what’s really go-

ing on,” Duncan, 15, said of district officials.
Some education reformers have praised aspects of Knudsen’s plan, 

saying that decentralization will allow teachers and principals more 
autonomy. Jeanne Allen, president of the Washington-based Center for 
Education Reform, described the proposal as long overdue and perhaps 
not bold enough.

“This should be a reinvention of how kids enroll, how we hire people 
to serve them, how we serve the community in general,” Allen said.

Still, school commissioners heard boos and catcalls at a May 31 meet-
ing as they approved the first step in the overhaul: A pared-down, $2.5 
billion budget that even Chief Academic Officer Penny Nixon described 
as “bare bones” and “not adequate for the children that we serve.”

“We still do not have enough nurses, counselors, librarians, arts and 
music programs, sports, and support staff,” Nixon said.

Nurses, in fact, have picketed weekly outside district offices since 
nearly 50 were laid off in December. They say the cuts endanger students, 
whose medications are now often dispensed by staff with no medical 
training.

District leaders stress the overhaul proposal is still being refined. At 
the meeting, they tried to tell the raucous crowd that students are suffer-
ing for the financial sins of previous administrators, as well as cuts in aid, 
rising costs and a weak economy.

But it was hard to hear their defense above the chanting.
“They say cut back, we say fight back! They say cut back, we say fight 

back!”
The passion in the room left Gym, perhaps the district’s most outspo-

ken activist, at an uncharacteristic loss for words as she stood to address 
the commissioners. Her voice faltered briefly before launching into the 
eloquent and hard-charging criticism for which she is known.

Afterward, Gym said she was overcome by the emotion overflow-
ing from the broad coalition of students, parents, teachers, district staff, 
clergy, union leaders and residents.

“It’s a real last stand around public education,” Gym said. “And to have 
all these people come out ... was, I thought, just incredibly powerful.”
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into an education arm with a separate, three-
member board appointed by Ms. Parker to 
oversee the contract with Leona Group, the 
charter-school company.

The district will remain as an entity run by 
Ms. Parker to pay off its debt of about $5 
million, using local property taxes that cur-
rently go to run the schools.

Phoenix-based Leona will receive $7,110 
per pupil in state funding, plus an as-yet-
undetermined amount of federal funds for 
low-income and special education students. 
In addition, the Highland Park district will pay 
Leona a $780,000 annual management fee.

Unions have been sidelined after the 
district’s entire professional staff was laid 
off, as allowed by the state emergency law, 
but teachers can apply for jobs with Leona. 
Leona has budgeted about $36,000 a year 
for Highland Park teachers on average, 
the company said—compared with almost 
$65,000 a year the teachers received in the 
2010-11 school year.

In a typical school it takes over, Leona 
has hired back about 70% of the teachers, 
the company said. Leona also will lease the 
Highland Park district’s buildings.

Under the five-year contract with Leona, 
the new city charter board will monitor the 
company’s progress in improving student 
performance.

Leona runs 54 schools in five states. 
Students in almost half of them fail state aca-
demic benchmarks. But of its 22 Michigan 
schools, 19 meet the mark, Leona officials 
said.

Leona Chief Executive William Coats said 
the company had no incentive to cut corners 
in Highland Park. “As we build equity, we give 
that back to the schools,” he said during 
Wednesday’s meeting when an audience 
member raised doubts about the for-profit 
approach. “We’re trying to manage this so 
you [the district] stay in business.”

Highland Park is where Henry Ford opened 
his first assembly line and Chrysler Corp. 
built its original headquarters. It has suffered 
the same ills as Detroit, its larger neighbor: 
an exodus of auto jobs, depressed housing 
stock and a surge in crime.

August 2, 2012

Michigan City  
Outsources All  
of Its Schools
Highland Park Turns Over 
Troubled Operations to   
For-Profit Charter Firm
By STEPHANIE BANCHERO And MATTHEW 
DOLAN

HIGHLAND PARK, Mich.—The public school 
district in this hard-luck city has come up with 
a radical answer for its troubled education 
system: It is outsourcing all of it.

Highland Park School District, one of the 
state’s lowest-performing academically, says 
it will turn over its three schools and nearly 
1,000 students to a private, for-profit charter 
school company—the second district in 
Michigan to take such a drastic step to avert 
financial collapse.

The abrupt news last week sparked 
concern—and in some cases, relief— from 
parents and other residents who packed 
a Wednesday night meeting in the faded 
industrial city, which is nearly surrounded by 
Detroit.

The parents came to hear from the charter 
company, Leona Group LLC, which prom-
ises to improve the learning environment 
and boost student performance in a district 
where only 22% of third graders passed 
state reading exams last school year and just 
10% passed math. The results were even 
worse for high-schoolers: About 10% were 
proficient in reading, and none in math.

“I have a lot of questions, but I’m hope-
ful that it will turn out for the best,” Cynthia 
Gresham, a school volunteer and parent of 
an incoming senior at Highland Park Commu-
nity High School, said at the meeting.

Districts nationwide are trying radical 
approaches to shake up financially and 
academically troubled schools, including 
dismissing the entire staff or turning several 
schools over to outside groups to run.

A few districts in Georgia have converted 
into charter districts in an effort to get out 
from under state class-size and teacher-
salary schedules. In those cases, the district 
administration generally remains in place and 
oversees schools, but each school creates 
a council of teachers and parents that make 

hiring and budget decisions. New Orleans 
has taken one of the most extreme ap-
proaches by converting most of its schools 
to charters and allowing students to use 
state-funded vouchers to attend private 
schools.

Charter schools—public schools run by 
outside entities using taxpayer funds—are 
free from many administrative constraints, 
including union contracts, and typically spend 
less than traditional schools per student.

Proponents say the move could offer a 
lifeline to other school districts in crisis. In 
2011, 48 of Michigan’s 793 districts ran 
deficits that totaled $429 million, compared 
with 18 districts with $59 million in combined 
deficits in 2004-2005, according to the most 
recent state data.

“This could be the new model for public 
education,” said Jeanne Allen, president of 
the Center for Education Reform, a national 
research and advocacy group that supports 
school choice. “It stands to be a lab of in-
novation where people can see that thinking 
outside the box is not so scary.”

But opponents say the plan is designed 
to kill off unions and lacks the public’s input. 
“Where’s the accountability to the com-
munity?” asked Katrina Henry, president of 
American Federation of Teachers union Local 
684, which represents the district’s teachers.

Highland Park decided to privatize its 
schools after years of enrollment decline, 
poor fiscal stewardship and allegations that 
a board member stole more than $125,000 
by submitting false invoices; the charges 
against the member are pending.

During the 2010-2011 school year, the 
district spent $16,508 per student. By com-
parison, Michigan districts on average spent 
$9,202 per pupil that year. In the process, 
Highland Park ran up an $11.3 million deficit 
over its $18.9 million school budget.

The district got itself into financial trouble, 
in part, because it didn’t cut staff as fast as 
its enrollment declined along with the city’s 
population, leaving it with higher per-pupil 
expenditures, said Joyce Parker, who, under 
a controversial state law, was appointed dis-
trict emergency manager in May by Republi-
can Gov. Rick Snyder.

“The financial problems were immense and 
we had to look at nontraditional ways to get 
the district back on track,” said Ms. Parker, 
who has full control of the district and made 
the decision to convert to a charter after rul-
ing out a merger with a neighboring district.

Under the plan, the district will be hived off 
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Charter School 
Known for Rigor 
Comes to DC
By OLGA KHAZAN

Most school leaders say they strive to reach high stan-
dards. A public charter school has arrived in the District 
with a distinctive brand of academic rigor.

Sixth-graders at the school, Basis D.C., take phys-
ics and Latin. Fifth-graders read “Beowulf.” After 
they wrap up their minimum six Advanced Placement 
classes, Basis high school students can tackle organic 
chemistry and game theory.

The D.C. branch of Basis starts Aug. 27. This week, 
students are being drilled in study skills, reading and 
math in the school’s new Penn Quarter building as part 
of a voluntary two-week boot camp. 

In a math prep session, teacher Robert Biemesder-
fer gave a class of mostly fifth- and sixth-graders 15 
seconds to complete a row of multiplication problems. 
Mental math ability, Biemesderfer said, atrophies over 
the summer. “And by the way,” he said, “can anyone 
tell me what ‘atrophy’ means?”

Behind him, a PowerPoint slide read “Nothing half-
way,” which is a Basis aphorism, along with “It’s cool 
to be smart” and “Walk with purpose.”

The two-week program aims to prepare students to per-
form at the level of their counterparts in Arizona, where 
Basis began. There, school officials say, a high share 
of graduates score high enough on tests to be ranked as 
“AP Scholars With Distinction” and many are National 
Merit scholars.

“I like the way they teach; it’s interactive,” said Anna-
dora Garner, a rising fifth-grader. “Some of the math is 
hard, but I think it will get easier.”

Mary Siddall, a Basis mom who spearheaded the effort 
to bring the school to the District, said everything is 
hard at Basis.

“We believe everything that’s worth achieving requires 
hard work,” Siddall said.

Basis was launched in 1998 in Tucson by educators 
Olga and Michael Block, who believed a traditional 
middle school curriculum wasn’t strong enough for 
their daughter. Basis has eight campuses in Arizona; 
those in Tucson and Scottsdale are ranked among the 
nation’s most challenging by Washington Post educa-
tion columnist Jay Mathews and have drawn praise 
from other analysts.

The Blocks and other Basis advocates say the schools 
show how to help U.S. students catch up to those in 
high-performing countries such as Finland and South 
Korea.

Basis students who don’t pass a comprehensive exam 
at the end of each year are required to repeat the grade. 
Teachers receive bonuses for each student who gets a 4 
or 5, the top score, on an AP test.

The school hires teachers who have advanced degrees 
in their field but not necessarily a teaching license. The 
Blocks chose the District in part because the city does 
not require public charter school teachers to have a 
D.C. teaching license.

Of course, Basis doesn’t have a monopoly on high 
standards. Plenty of regular and charter schools aim to 
stretch students academically. But Basis is known for 
a teaching style that stresses hard work and depth of 
knowledge.

“There’s a tendency in education that we somehow 
have to make it entertaining for kids,” said Jeanne  
Allen, president of the Center for Education Reform, 
a D.C. group that advocates school choice. “The Basis 
philosophy is that it can be exhilarating to learn a great 
amount of knowledge.”
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competition to neighborhood schools in 
the form of charters, which are publicly 
funded but privately run. 

“This movie has the potential to be one 
of the most transformative vehicles in 
the history of education reform,” said Ben 
Austin, a longtime Democratic activist. 

Austin now runs Parent Revolution, 
which promotes “parent trigger” laws al-
lowing parents unhappy with struggling 
schools to take control, fire teachers and 
bring in private management. His organi-
zation is holding 35 private screenings 
of “Won’t Back Down” in states from 
Georgia to Utah to New York over the 
next month to rally more parents to the 
cause. “This movie is telling a story that’s 
relevant to hundreds of thousands of 
parents across America,” Austin said. 

Union leaders, for their part, have 
slammed the movie as a propaganda 
film that bears little resemblance to 
reality. Randi Weingarten, president of 
the American Federation of Teachers, has 
called it “egregiously misleading” and 
complained that several scenes seemed 
designed for “the sole purpose of un-
dermining people’s confidence in public 
education, public school teachers and 
teacher unions.” 

Parent groups that support teachers’ 
unions have organized protests outside 
some screenings. And they’ve been glee-
fully posting negative reviews of “Won’t 
Back Down” on Facebook and Twitter. 

PUSH FOR CHARTER SCHOOLS 
So far, the reform coalition has ignored 
the bad reviews and pushed ahead with 
their marketing efforts. 

The drive to capitalize on the movie 
grows out of lingering disappointment 
within the education reform community 
over the last major film to carry their 
message, the documentary “Waiting for 
‘Superman.’” 

Produced by Walden Media, which is 
also behind “Won’t Back Down,” the 
documentary chronicled dysfunction 

‘Parent Power’  
film stirs hopes of 
education reform 
activists
By STEPHANIE SIMON

* Film spearheads movement to give 
parents greater control 

* Eliminating tenure for veteran teach-
ers controversial goal 

* Powerful teachers’ unions in move-
ment’s crosshairs  
Education reform film “Won’t Back Down” 
opened Friday to terrible reviews - and 
high hopes from activists who expect the 
movie to inspire parents everywhere to 
demand big changes in public schools. 

The drama stars Maggie Gyllenhaal as 
a spirited mother who teams up with a 
passionate teacher to seize control of 
their failing neighborhood school, over 
the opposition of a self-serving teachers 
union. 

Reviewers called it trite and dull, but 
education reformers on both the left and 
right have hailed the film as a potential 
game-changer that could aid their fight 
to weaken teachers’ unions and inject 
more competition into public education. 

Private foundations, nonprofit advo-
cacy groups and the U.S. Chamber of 
Commerce have pumped more than 
$2 million into advocacy efforts tied to 
“Won’t Back Down,” including 30-second 
ads, promotional bookmarks, websites, 
private screenings and a six-month, 
cross-country discussion tour that will 
keep the film in circulation long after it 
leaves theaters.

Their goal: To attract new foot soldiers 
who will help them fight for legislation 
that allows parents to seize control of 
local schools, as dramatized in the film; 
eliminates tenure protections for veteran 
teachers; and opens the door for more 

in urban schools and the desperation 
of parents trying to find alternatives for 
their children. 

“Waiting for ‘Superman’” was well-
received and widely viewed, thanks to 
backing by the Gates Foundation. But 
activists hoping for a big boost from the 
film were disappointed. 

“We didn’t feel we captured anyone,” 
said Matt David, a consultant to Michelle 
Rhee, former chancellor of Washington 
D.C. public schools and a major figure 
in the reform movement. Many viewers 
walked out angry at the public school 
system, he said, but had no way to chan-
nel that emotion into action. 

This time, Rhee is moving quickly to 
provide a channel. Her advocacy group, 
StudentsFirst, has bought 30-second ads 
to run before showings of “Won’t Back 
Down” in 1,500 theaters and sponsored 
marketing efforts to drive viewers to 
her website. That website has been 
revamped to feature an “action center” 
where people moved by the film can sign 
up to join StudentsFirst, view short vid-
eos about its agenda (including one from 
comedian and newly appointed board 
member Bill Cosby), and share their own 
experiences with public schools. 

The Center for Education Reform’s 
website urges viewers to launch their 
own charter schools to compete with 
public schools. “You don’t need a PhD or 
a teaching degree to start a school,” the 
center’s website advises. “Remember, 
you can do it now.” The most enduring 
campaign linked to the film may be the 
six-month “Breaking the Monopoly of 
Mediocrity” tour arranged by the Institute 
for a Competitive Workforce, an affiliate 
of the U.S. Chamber of Commerce. 

Drawing on a $1.2 million grant from the 
Daniels Fund, the group plans to stage 
private screenings and discussion forums 
for business and civic leaders in cities 
from Memphis, Tennessee, to El Paso, Tex-
as, to Trenton, New Jersey. The American 
Federation of Teachers is countering with 
its own series of town hall meetings and 
workshops across the country designed 
to present teachers - and unions - as 
natural allies of parents seeking to better 
their schools.

September 29, 2012
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Washington voters rejected initiatives 
calling for charter schools in 1996, 2000 
and 2004. The Legislature rejected charter 
bills on several other occasions before they 
reached the ballot.

Lucinda Young of the Washington Edu-
cation Association, the state’s largest 
teacher’s union, joined a chorus of people 
saying existing public schools could do a 
much better job with more money.

Several national studies were mentioned 
during the testimony, but the same infor-
mation was used by different people to 
promote testimony on opposing sides.

Dan Steele of the Washington Association 
of School Administrators said his group 
opposes the charter schools proposal and 
still considers the idea an untested experi-
ment.

“There have been many charter schools 
that have been miserable failures and we 
don’t consider them to be worth the risk,” 
Steele said.

Robin Lake, who is an education re-
searcher at the University of Washington 
but spoke as a parent with kids in Seattle 
Public Schools, talked about the dozens of 
urban school districts successfully partner-
ing with charter management organization.

She said the rigorous studies on charter 
schools over the past 20 years show that 
they persistently outpace traditional public 
schools in raising student achievement in 
low income areas.

“We need to act with urgency. Given the 
challenges ahead of us, we need all hands 
on deck,” she said. “After 20 years, I 
think charter schools have a proven track 
record.”

Lively debate in 
WA House panel 
on charter schools
By DONNA GORDON BLANKINSHIP

BELLEVUE, Wash. — Despite the snow 
and ice, dozens of people managed to 
bring a variety of perspectives on charter 
schools to the state Legislature this week.

More than 20 people - including parents 
and teachers on both sides of the issue 
- came to Olympia on Friday to express 
their opinions about House Bill 2428 
before the House Education Committee. 
The Senate Education Committee held a 
similarly snow-challenged but lively hear-
ing on Wednesday.

On Friday, many expressed concerns 
about the proposal taking money away 
from traditional public schools. The bill 
does have an expected cost to the state and 
school districts, but mostly for administra-
tion of one part of the proposal that would 
create a new statewide school district to 
be used to take over failing schools and 
operate them like independent charters. 
This part of the proposal would be run by 
the Office of the Superintendent of Public 
Instruction.

Charters are public schools that run inde-
pendently from district controls, but are 
instead governed by a multi-year perfor-
mance contract that requires proof that a 
school is improving student achievement.

Some people testifying Friday wor-
ried about whether the state was doing 
everything it could to make a difference 
for the lowest achieving students and said 
some said they thought avoiding charters 
would be a mistake. The primary sponsor, 
Rep. Eric Pettigrew, D-Seattle, spoke with 
particular passion on this point.

“There has to be something done now,” 
Pettigrew said after listing all the ways his 
home school district is failing kids includ-
ing the drop-out rate, the achievement gap 
among kids from different ethnic groups 
and African American kids doing worse 
than African immigrants.

Pettigrew, who was raised by a single 
mom who didn’t go to high school in a 
poor area of Los Angeles, says education 
saved his life.

“I think there are a lot more Eric Pet-
tigrews we are leaving on the table every 
day,” he said.

Many shades between pro and con came 
to light. For example, some said charters 
would be unfair because they would help 
such a small percentage of the state’s 
school population. Others suggested get-
ting rid of state rules that stifle innovation 
at every public school, not just for charter 
schools.

Lillian Ortiz-Self from the Washington 
State Commission on Hispanic Affairs 
spoke against the charter schools bill, 
saying it does not answer the constitu-
tional requirement for free and appropriate 
education for all.

“We cannot afford to let our public school 
system off the hook,” she said, acknowl-
edging that some charters work well for a 
few kids, but others do not. “We can-
not afford to leave some of our children 
behind.”

Catherine Ahl of the League of Women 
Voters also spoke in opposition to the 
proposal. She objected mostly to the way 
some private boards would take over the 
education of some public school students.

She said her organization led the opposi-
tion to charter schools each of the three 
times Washington voters turned down the 
idea in the past because the group wants 
representative government overseeing the 
spending of tax dollars.

“If all it takes (to improve schools) is do-
ing away with rules and regulations that 
all of you passed, then do away with them 
for everybody,” Ahl said.

Washington is one of eight states without 
charter schools, according to the Center 
for Education Reform, an advocacy group 
that supports charters. The other states are 
Alabama, Kentucky, Montana, Nebraska, 
North Dakota, South Dakota and West 
Virginia.
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struck down a state-created commis-
sion authorized to approve charters 
and fund the schools at a level that 
incorporated local spending. (The 
state essentially funded the local 
share and dunned the locals that 
amount in their state allotment.)

To summarize the  Supreme Court’s 
rationale for rejecting the state com-
mission, I am turning to one of the 
winning attorneys Thomas Cox, who 
represented Gwinnett County in the 
challenge:

The Court ruled that the Charter 
Commission Act ran afoul of the 
Georgia Constitution for two primary 
reasons. First, the Court held that the 
schools authorized by the Act were 
not in fact “special schools” as con-
templated by the relevant provision 
of the Georgia Constitution. After 
examining the history, including 
comments by committee members 
and drafters of the relevant sections 
of the 1983 Constitution, the Court 
concluded that “special schools” 
were intended to mean schools that 
enrolled only students with certain 
special needs (including, for example, 
the Georgia School for the Deaf and 
School for the Blind and vocational 
trade schools). The term was not 
intended, according to the Court, to 
create “a carte blanche authorization 
for the General Assembly to create 
its own general K-12 schools so as 
to duplicate the efforts of or com-
pete with locally controlled schools 
for the same pool of students edu-
cated with the same limited pool of 
tax funds. ” Second, the Court held 
that the purported authorization of 
state-created, but locally operating, 

charter schools, which are not ap-
proved by the local boards of educa-
tion, infringed on the “fundamental 
principle of exclusive local control” 
of public education embodied in the 
Georgia Constitution.

The success or failure of the forth-
coming effort to amend the Georgia 
Constitution to permit the state to 
create its own charter schools, with 
access to locally levied tax revenues, 
will likely determine whether, going 
forward, the front lines in the battles 
over charter schools will be estab-
lished at the local or state levels. If 
the Georgia Constitution is amended 
as proposed by some in the General 
Assembly, then the State will become 
the ultimate authority in approving 
or denying charter schools and in 
mandating the direction of local tax 
revenues to fund those schools.

Rep. Jones essentially resurrects the 
Charter Schools Commission in her 
resolution, which she will be present-
ing to the House Education Com-
mittee this afternoon. The proposed 
change to the constitution contains 
this pivotal nugget with regard to 
control of locally collected school 
taxes: “The state is authorized to 
expend funds for the support and 
maintenance of special schools in 
such amount and manner as may be 
provided by law, which may include, 
but not be limited to, adjusting 
the proportion of state funds with 
respect to the affected local school 
systems.”

I suspect Georgia voters are going 
to be wary of turning over the keys 
to their local treasuries to the state 
Legislature. School taxes represent 
a sizable chunk of the local taxes 
collected, and this constitutional 
amendment would cede unprec-
edented access to lawmakers in 
Atlanta in the name of school choice.

January 26, 2012

Are you ready to allow the Legislature  
access to local education funds in pursuit 
of greater school choice?
by MAUREEN DOWNEY

To mark National School Choice 
Week, the Center for Education 
Reform has held daily webinars on 
choice issues. Today, the center’s 
director Jeanne Allen speculated on 
the future of choice in states, only 
mentioning Georgia in passing for 
its special education voucher and 
private school scholarships.

Allen said two main factors deter-
mine state success in expanding 
school choice through vouchers and 
more charter schools: There has to be 
a “strong actor in the state, someone 
who wakes up every morning with 
a fire in the belly bound and deter-
mined to get it done.”

Second, Allen said there must be 
“friends on the ground,” strong grass-
roots groups to “show the Legislature 
that there is support and to cover the 
back of that actor.”

I am not sure if we have that “strong 
actor” in Georgia, although House 
Speaker Pro Tempore Jan Jones may 
be the closest thing.

Rep. Jones, R-Milton, is sponsoring 
HR 1162, a constitutional amend-
ment that would allow the state to 
approve charter schools over the 
objections of local school boards and 
redirect local dollars to them through 
a legislative sleight of hand.

If HR 1162 passes, the proposed 
amendment would be on the ballot 
in November. (You can find a petition 
for HR 1162 here.)

Last year, the state Supreme Court 
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Idaho’s charter 
school law   
ranks high
BOISE (AP) — Idaho now ranks among a 
dozen states with the strongest charter school 
laws.

That’s according to the Center for Educa-
tion Reform, a school choice advocate based 
in Washington, D.C. Idaho climbed several 
notches in the group’s annual report, which was 
released Monday and ranked Idaho 12th among 
42 states with laws allowing charter schools.

These schools are funded with public money 
but given more freedom in how they operate.

Last year, the group ranked Idaho 20th among 
41 states, citing the state’s cap that limited the 
number of new charter schools to six per year. 
State lawmakers did away with that cap during 
the 2012 session, which helped bump up the 
state’s ranking with the Center for Education 
Reform.

Idaho currently has 43 charter schools holding 
more than 16,300 students.
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Wyoming getting  
interest from   
charter schools
By: BOB MOEN

CHEYENNE — Wyoming is attracting a lot of interest 
from charter school organizations and needs to improve 
its charter school law to make sure such schools are of 
the highest quality, Kari Cline, executive director of the 
Wyoming Association of Public Charter Schools, said.

“The Wyoming association is getting calls almost on a 
weekly basis from groups who are interested in opening 
charter schools in Wyoming,” Cline said.

They are being attracted by the state’s strong financial 
backing of public schools and the fact that there are only 
a few charter schools currently operating in the state, 
she said.

However, Wyoming’s current charter school law makes 
it difficult to establish charters in the state and at the 
same time leaves the door open for applications from 
“questionable organizations trying to start charter 
schools,” she said.

“We don’t really have great policy in place to ensure that 
what is coming is the best quality that we can get,” Cline 
said.

Charters are public schools that typically receive a 
mixture of public and private money. They operate 
separately from regular public schools and are free of 
many regulations that govern traditional public schools 
in exchange for achieving promised results.

Wyoming has just three operating charter schools — 
two in Laramie, one in Fort Washakie — and one open-
ing this year in Cheyenne.

National charter school and education reform advocates 
rate Wyoming’s charter school law as among the worst 
in the nation because they say the law makes it difficult 
to open a charter school.

The Center for Education Reform recently gave Wyo-
ming a “D’’ grade in charter school law.

“Full power to approve charter school applications lies 
with the school board, which is why to date there are 
only four charters in the state,” the report said.

A report earlier this year from the National Alliance 
for Public Charter Schools ranked Wyoming 34th for 
charter friendly state laws.

“Wyoming law sets forth minimum required elements 
for all charter applications, but they are very general 
and less substantial than the essential elements recom-
mended,” the NAPCS report said.

Attempts to change Wyoming’s law to make it easier to 
open charter schools in the state failed in the 2011 state 
Legislature in part because of fears by some lawmakers 
that they will take students, and state money, away from 
the traditional public schools.

The Legislature this year approved one change in the 
charter law dealing with state financial aid but nothing 
that would make it any easier to establish a charter.

Cline said her association is planning another push for 
charter law reform next year.

“I think what we’re after primarily is a different au-
thorizing structure and the way that charters are held 
accountable, and their autonomy is ensured,” she said. 
“So looking just to overall bring the kind of policy that 
encourages strong applicants and an authorizing struc-
ture that is not completely subject to a district’s whims.”
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CMU charter operation. She said the 
schools usually take low-performing 
pupils and bring them up to state 
averages.

Former Sen. Dick Posthumus, now 
a senior adviser to Gov. Rick Sny-
der, said getting a good education to 
urban pupils was “maybe the biggest 
civil rights issue of this decade.”

Doug Ross, the director of the char-
ter schools office for the Detroit Pub-
lic Schools, said his school district 
was chartering schools – and trying 
to create innovative teaching and 
learning environments within collec-
tive bargaining agreements.

Gov. Rick Snyder, who also attended 
the dedication ceremony, said the 
Legislature’s recent action to lift 
the cap on the number of Michigan 
charter schools would lead to more 
innovation.

“Too much of our system became 
about money,” Snyder said. “I think 
we’ve created an environment for 
success.”

Morning Sun
John Engler  
honored by CMU 
charter schools
By MARK RANZENBERGER

Former Gov. John Engler said Mon-
day at Central Michigan University 
that the choice given parents to send 
their children to charter schools was 
a key element in making Michigan’s 
schools better.

CMU named its charter schools 
center the Gov. John Engler Center 
for Charter Schools in a ceremony 
Monday.

Engler said the combination of 
cross-district school choice and 
charter schools had broken what crit-
ics call the “monopoly” of district-
based public schools, and Michigan 
children are getting better educations 
because of it.

“When you put the two of them to-
gether, you have more than a quar-
ter-million kids exercising choice,” 
Engler said.

Engler spent three terms as Michi-
gan’s governor, taking office in 
1991. In 1993, he pushed through 
the state’s first charter school law. 
Charter schools are public schools, 
but they don’t have attendance 
boundaries, and they aren’t bound by 
many of the rules that affect district-
based schools.

Keynote speaker Jeanne Allen, the 
president of the Center for Educa-
tion Reform, said entrenched pub-
lic school interests fought charter 
schools every step of the way.

“Their livelihoods were based on 

adult interests,” Allen said. “The 
words choice and accountability 
were fighting words.”

Allen’s group promotes vouchers, 
private scholarship programs, charter 
schools, cross-district school choice 
and tuition tax credits. She said En-
gler was able to overcome bitter and 
continuing opposition from educa-
tion unions, and charter schools and 
school choice now are a permanent 
part of the educational landscape.

“John Engler saw the unions were a 
paper tiger,” she said.

Allen called CMU “the gold stan-
dard in university authorizers” for 
the oversight and accountability it 
provides to the 56 schools it charters.

“Among Michigan’s highest-per-
forming charters, CMU dominates,” 
Allen said.

Engler said that when the law was 
first enacted, no one really knew 
how a university would charter a 
school. He gave credit to former 
board of trustees members Sid Smith 
and James Fabiano, and former 
university presidents Arthur Ellis, 
Leonard Plachta and Michael Rao 
for starting the movement and keep-
ing it going.

“The first 15 years were really 
about the right to exist,” said James 
Goenner, president of the National 
Charter Schools Institute. Goenner 
noted that since parents choose 
charter schools, there is a strong 
incentive for them to provide good 
educations.

“We serve an extraordinary amount 
of underserved kids,” said Mary 
Kay Shields, deputy director of the 
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Voters are ready to allow charter schools in Washing-
ton state, said Chris Korsmo, chief executive officer of 
the League of Education Voters.

“If we didn’t think we could win, we wouldn’t put it on 
the ballot,” Korsmo said.

She said the proposal was written in a way to bring 
only the best ideas from other states to Washington, 
and charter schools that don’t fulfill their mission 
would be shut down quickly.

Korsmo couldn’t relate to people who are afraid of the 
potential impact of charter schools on Washington 
education.

“If bringing what works elsewhere here is scary for 
people, the status quo for a lot of kids is a far scarier 
thing,” she said.

A number of lawmakers, from both political parties, 
are supporting the initiative.

“This initiative will finally bring Washington into the 
21st century in terms of educational opportunities for 
public school students,” said State Rep. Eric Pettigrew, 
D-Seattle, in a statement announcing the initiative.

The Washington Education Association, the state’s 
largest teacher’s union, came out with an immediate 
statement opposing the measure, saying that charter 
schools fail to meet the needs of most children.

The proposal would require charter schools to be 
authorized and overseen by a state charter school 
commission, or by a local school board.

They would be exempt from many state laws, but 
could only hire certified teachers and would need to 
comply with all civil rights and discrimination laws.

Priority would be given to charter schools that serve 
“at-risk” students from low-performing schools.

Only nonprofit groups would be welcome to open 
charter schools in Washington, but they would not 
be allowed to include religious instruction as part of 
their curriculum.

KOMOnews.com

Wash. education 
groups file charter 
initiative
By DONNA GORDON BLANKINSHIP 

SEATTLE (AP) - A coalition of Washington education 
groups on Tuesday filed a citizen initiative asking vot-
ers to allow 40 public charter schools in the state over 
the next five years.

The coalition including the League of Education Vot-
ers, Stand for Children and Democrats for Education 
Reform has until July 6 to collect nearly 250,000 valid 
voter signatures.

A spokesman for the coalition said the groups would 
use both paid and volunteer signature collectors to 
meet the July deadline. But first they need to jump a 
few administrative hoops. It could be several weeks 
before they will be able to print petition sheets and 
circulate them.

Charters are public schools that run independently 
from district controls, instead, they are governed by a 
multi-year performance contract that requires proof 
that a school is improving student achievement.

Washington voters have repeatedly rejected charter 
school initiatives.

Washington is one of eight states without charter 
schools, according to the Center for Education Re-
form, an advocacy group that supports charters. The 
other states are Alabama, Kentucky, Montana, Nebras-
ka, North Dakota, South Dakota and West Virginia.

Washington voters rejected initiatives calling for 
charter schools in 1996, 2000 and 2004. The Legisla-
ture rejected charter bills on several other occasions 
before they reached the ballot.

A charter school bill had hearings in both the Senate 
and the House but didn’t make it very far during the 
2012 Legislature.
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Chicago Public Schools fight 
being studied across country
Teachers contract battle brought to center of national 
reform debate by mayor, advocates
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success rates for high-school students, and a large part 
of that means the schools’ ability to send high-school 
students to college.

University of Pennsylvania’s State Review Project, 
published last January by education professors, re-
vealed that while Washington state attracts well-edu-
cated leaders, the state itself is not producing as many 
bachelor’s degrees as the state needs, calling Washing-
ton a “leadership vacuum.” And the review projects 
that 67 percent of jobs in Washington will require 
higher-education degrees by 2018.

Pretty cumbersome sentence. So the state needs to send 
more kids to college. Will charter schools help do that?

“I think Washington needs an education reform,” said 
Paul Hill, founder of the Center for Reinventing Public 
Education (CRPE) and professor at the University of 
Washington Bothell. “We definitely need to be open to 
how to use technology and open to new ways of moti-
vating students. ... [Charter schools are] a decent way 
to protect kids and protect state money, and at the same 
time give opportunity for innovation that we blocked 
up until now.”

Washington’s problem with producing more college 
graduates fundamentally lies with getting high-school 
students access to higher education. Once high school-
ers have access, Washington’s overall retention rate 
for colleges and universities is much higher than the 
national average.

Getting high-school students on track for college is the 
challenging part.

“Improving students’ academic readiness for college is 
an important part of improving bachelor’s degree pro-
duction,” Laura Perna, researcher for the State Review 
Project and professor of education in the University 
of Pennsylvania, said in an email. “The high school is 
clearly a critical part of the process of enrolling and 
succeeding in college for traditional-age students.”

Charter sChools:  
Can they send more 
kids to College?
By HAYAT NORIMINE

Voters will again decide this 
year whether they think charter 
schools can improve high-school 
education in Washington state.
The issue comes before the voters at a critical time in 
Washington’s economic future. Washington’s demand 
for well-educated employees grows with the compet-
ing job market, but the state isn’t producing the number 
of college graduates it needs. The question is whether 
charter schools could help to close that gap.

On July 6, education groups presented their petition to 
have Initiative 1240 added to the November ballot.

The petition had about 350,000 signatures, well above 
the required 241,153 signatures to put Initiative 1240 
on the ballot. Charter schools are currently banned from 
nine states, including Washington, and the initiative 
would create 40 charter schools in Washington state 
over the course of five years.

Washington voters have rejected charter schools three 
times before -- in 1996, 2000 and a third time in 2004.

The state would fund charter schools, which would be 
independent public schools. But local school districts 
wouldn’t oversee them.

That provides flexibility for the schools’ choice in cur-
riculum and teaching, but opponents of charter schools 
say the district regulations keep public schools account-
able.

Kara Kerwin, Vice President of External Affairs for The 
Center of Education Reform, believes charter schools 
can give an education other public schools can’t offer 
with the regulations that school districts have in place.

What’s important to both opponents and proponents of 
the initiative is whether charter schools can offer higher 
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bling block in the Chicago Public Schools 
teacher strike.

The wrangling has to do with a new 
teacher rating system pushed by the 
Obama administration, which has 
sparked new laws and controversy in 
Illinois and around the country.

The new evaluations judge teachers in 
part on how their students perform, with 
a focus on academic gains. Teachers 
say that isn’t fair for a lot of reasons and 
that bad ratings resulting from the new 
system could threaten teachers’ liveli-
hoods.

CTU President Karen Lewis estimates 
that almost 6,000 teachers could be 
discharged in the coming years — nearly 
30 percent of union membership. “That 
is unacceptable and leads to instability 
for our students,” she said.

But supporters of the new system — 
created under a 2010 Illinois law — say 
it’s good for students and a way to 
ensure that the best teachers are in 
America’s schools.

“I think there is unbelievably strong 
momentum not only locally but nationally 
that the time has come to have more 
substantive evaluations,” said Robin 
Steans, executive director of the policy 
group Advance Illinois, which has been in-
strumental in pushing education reforms.

Steans said a great deal of effort went 
into negotiating the 2010 law and that 
the CTU was at the table — though not 
Lewis, because she wasn’t union presi-
dent at the time.

The law required CPS to jump-start the 
new evaluation system this fall in at least 
300 schools, though most suburban 
school districts were not required to put 
the program in place until 2016-17.

Job security 
at  heart of 
2 stumbling 
blocks
School reformers don’t 
see recall policy,  
evaluations the same 
way teachers do
By BILL RUTHHART AND DIANE RADO

Two issues being cited as primary 
stumbling blocks to a Chicago teachers 
contract are a recall policy for teachers 
and a teacher evaluation system. Both 
affect job security for teachers and are 
part of larger efforts to overhaul schools 
in the city and nationally.

TEACHER RECALL POLICY
The Chicago Teachers Union is pushing 
hard for a procedure to recall teach-
ers who have been laid off because of 
school closings, consolidations and 
turnarounds. The issue is of critical im-
portance, the union has said, because of 
rumors that the district plans to close as 
many as 100 schools in coming years.

Earlier this year, CPS and the union 
struck a deal over the longer school day 
that temporarily allowed for such a re-
call. In exchange for the union agreeing 
to an extra 30 minutes in high schools 
and 75 minutes in elementary schools, 
CPS agreed to rehire nearly 500 teach-
ers in noncore subjects from a pool of 
teachers who had been laid off.

The district, however, has resisted mak-
ing such a recall policy the permanent 
method for filling vacancies in Chicago 
schools.

“Teachers in this city agreed to a longer 
day … and what our union got in return 
for that was a promise there would be 
a recall procedure for those teachers 
who are going to be hired,” said Jesse 
Sharkey, vice president of CTU. “Now 
we see that offer is being taken away 
from the table, and there is no sign of 

respect there. That’s important for our 
members.”

Mayor Rahm Emanuel has framed the 
issue as one of accountability, saying he 
doesn’t want to place the district’s hiring 
control in the hands of the union through 
such a recall process.

“I don’t believe I should pick ‘em. I don’t 
believe CPS should pick ‘em. I don’t 
believe the CTU leadership should pick 
‘em,” Emanuel said Monday of hiring 
teachers. “If we’re going to hold our lo-
cal principals in the school accountable 
for getting the results we need, they 
need to pick the best qualified.”

In the district’s latest proposal, CPS 
teachers whose schools are closed 
would be eligible for vacancies at the 
school that takes in the transferred 
students. If there are no vacancies, the 
teachers would have three options: a 
three-month lump-sum severance, five 
months in a “reassigned teacher pool” or 
a spot in a “quality teacher force pool,” 
which would entitle those teachers to an 
interview and an explanation if they are 
not hired.

The CPS offer also provides options for 
teachers displaced for other reasons, 
including turnarounds or phaseouts.

Jeanne Allen, president of the Washing-
ton, D.C.-based Center for Education 
Reform, said recall policies do not en-
courage improvement or change within 
school districts but rather a status quo 
that has never led to improvement in 
educating children.

But the teachers union has countered 
that its members deserve as much job 
security as possible, especially with 
school closings becoming increasingly 
common.

“In Chicago, there are many good teach-
ers who work in some of the tough-
est schools in the city, who saw their 
schools close through no fault of their 
own,” Sharkey said.

TEACHER RATINGS
Teacher contract negotiations often 
come down to money and benefits, 
so parents might be wondering how 
employee evaluations became a stum-
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Charter schools represent   
another valid option for parents 
to consider
By JONATHAN RAY

Research suggests that neighborhood schools are valued highly by urban 
residents and represent an important part of neighborhood identity.

Thurgood Marshall Leadership Academy is a neighborhood school right 
here in our community building a new sense of pride, culture and identity. 
Thurgood Marshall Leadership Academy is a charter school located at 2310 
Weisser Park Ave.that is an independent public school able to provide more 
innovation and flexibility than conventional public schools can.

The charter is held by the Fort Wayne Urban League, and we are sponsored 
by the Indiana Charter Board.

Our educational role is to simply offer parents an educational option. It is 
important to remember that charter schools educate a higher concentration 
of at-risk and disadvantaged students, which makes comparing charters to 
traditional public schools look bad in a simple comparison.

However, according to the Center for Education Reform (2012 National 
Center for Policy Analysis):

“Charter schools are smaller than conventional public schools and serve a 
disproportionate and increasing number of poor and minority students.

“However, test scores at charter schools are ‘rising sharply’ and out-gaining 
conventional schools.

“Charter school students are more likely to be proficient in reading and math 
than students in neighboring conventional schools, achieving the greatest 
gains among African-American, Hispanic and low-income students.

“Charter schools that have been open for years boast even higher achieve-
ment rates; a Harvard University study found charter schools that have oper-
ated for more than five years outpace conventional schools by as much as 15 
percent.”

Thurgood Marshall Leadership Academy and the Fort Wayne Urban League 
want to build neighborhoods and a strong community today’s urban genera-
tion can identify with.

We have good teachers and a caring and dedicated administrative team. A 
charter school simply represents another educational option for parents to 
consider. One size does not fit all in life or in getting a good quality educa-
tion.
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UTAH PRAISED FOR 
ABUNDANCE OF 
CHARTER SCHOOL 
OPTIONS
Education » Utah’s charter 
education system receives a 
“B” from D.C. nonprofit.
BY RAY PARKER
Utah ranks 11th in the nation when it comes to charter 
school programs, according to a new national study.

The Beehive State earned an overall “B” grade in charter 
education, according to the Center for Education Reform, a 
pro-charter Washington, D.C., nonprofit.

The group’s latest evaluation of states’ charter laws 
includes other categories deemed important for education 
reform: parental choice, online learning, teacher quality and 
transparency.

“These are the hot-button issues in education reform 
today,” Jeanne Allen, the center’s president, said Thursday. 
“We’ve been ranking charter schools for 14 years.”

Still, there is one area the group does not specifically 
look at that’s of interest in Utah: graduation rates.

Recently, Utah education officials looked at charter high 
school graduation rates, which ranked among the highest 
and lowest in the state: from 27 percent to 100 percent. The 
overall state graduation rate is 78 percent.

State officials said charter schools need to do a bet-
ter job of tracking students if they leave the school before 
graduating. The students could have graduated at another 
school, but were posted as not graduating from their charter 
schools.

Allen said the same problem exists on a national level.
“We don’t have a level playing field as far as data,” Allen 

said. “Are charter schools doing poorly because they’re do-
ing poorly or because of the [inadequate] data?”

The center has studied and evaluated each state’s char-
ter school laws since 1996.

In its latest evaluation, the center had mostly positive 
comments about Utah in four of its five categories.

In its latest evaluation, the center had mostly positive 
comments about Utah in four of its five categories.

Under “charter schools,” center officials wrote of the 
state on its website: “Utah’s charter school law is con-

sidered strong because it provides equitable funding to 
charter schools, facilities funding and a strong authorizing 
system that includes capable independent bodies such 
as universities and the semi-independent state charter 
board.”

As for “school choice,” center officials wrote: “Utah has 
one private school choice program [special-needs vouch-
ers]. The state does have a charter school law. Utah allows 
for limited public virtual schooling. Open enrollment exists, 
both for intradistrict and interdistrict public school choice.”

The group praised the state’s online learning: “Due in 
large part to the leadership of the Utah Legislature, Utah 
has adopted multiple student-centric policies designed 
specifically to harness the power of technology.

Primarily through the passage of SB65, the Statewide 
Online Education Program, and charter policy enacted over 
the last decade, digital learning has become available in 
some form to all Utah students.”

Its “transparency” also was praised: “Utah has a very 
parent-friendly website that provides easy to understand 
school report cards as well as information on the Carson 
Smith Special Needs Scholarship and charter schools. 
The 40 local school boards in Utah are elected during the 
November general election.”

But when it comes to “teacher evaluations,” the group 
said Utah has some work to do. “Neither tenure deci-
sions nor license advancement and renewal are based on 
effectiveness,” the group wrote. “Eligibility for dismissal 
is not a consequence of multiple unsatisfactory evalua-
tions in Utah, and ineffective classroom performance is 
not a ground for dismissal. The state does not ensure that 
the appeals process for dismissed teachers is expedient; 
however, a last hired, first fired policy is prohibited during 
layoffs.”

Among the nation’s 43 states with charter school laws, 
the center ranked them as follows: four states earned an 
“A,” nine got a “B,” 19 received a “C” and 11 states were 
given a “D” or “F.”

Allen said it’s not only charter school laws but the other 
four categories that make for education reform.

“As policymakers consider changes to their charter 
school laws, they also need to be mindful of what it takes 
to have truly great education reform policies across all is-
sues,” Allen said.

The center’s 2013 Charter School Laws Across the 
States Ranking & Scorecard can be found at Edreform.
com/in-the-states, which will be available to the public 
Tuesday.

“Charter and traditional schools don’t have to be on op-
posite sides anymore,” said Kim Frank, of the Utah Charter 
Network. “The main reason to see charter schools in Utah 
grow is you have smaller schools. And with new and in-
novative programs, that information can be shared with all 
schools, and all ships rise.”
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