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By CHARLES CHIEPPO

Mounting pressure to open more charter public schools has spawned a backlash from some of the Commonwealth's most powerful special interest groups. 

The recently approved Gloucester Community Arts Charter School (GCACS) is the current focus of that backlash, and the controversy highlights the impact of governance changes that have politicized Massachusetts education policymaking as we enter the first election cycle since their enactment. 

President Obama has made it clear that states with arbitrary charter caps are unlikely to get any of the $4.35 billion in federal "Race to the Top" grants. This summer, with U.S. Secretary of Education Arne Duncan at his side, Gov. Deval L. Patrick reversed his opposition and called for doubling the number of charter school seats available in the Commonwealth's lowest-performing school districts. 

The governor's conversion came on the heels of a similar switch by Boston Mayor Thomas Menino, and a Boston Foundation study conducted by Harvard and MIT researchers that found Boston charters dramatically outperforming the city's pilot and traditional public schools. 

But with the governor facing abysmally low approval ratings as an election nears, Patrick needed to make a peace offering to the education establishment that backed him in 2006, but feels burned by his switch on charter schools. 

The olive branch came in the form of a letter asking the state Board of Elementary and Secondary Education (BESE) to reconsider its vote to approve the Gloucester school. In his letter, Patrick repeatedly called it a "proposed" charter school. Board Chair Maura Banta and Commissioner of Elementary and Secondary Education Mitchell Chester correctly noted in their response that the Gloucester Community Arts Charter School ceased being a proposed school upon gaining board approval last February and that state law prohibits charters from being revoked except for cause. 

The Governor then dispatched Education Secretary Paul Reville to Gloucester. In a meeting attended only by anti-charter local officials, Reville floated the idea of converting the Gloucester charter school to a "readiness school" - the semi-autonomous charter hybrid the administration proposed in its action agenda for education. You know the silly season is upon us when a governor seeking re-election repeatedly refers to an actual school as "proposed," then offers to convert it to a type of school that doesn't yet exist. Education policy had long been largely immune from this level of political maneuvering. But that changed last year with passage of legislation that places the Board of Elementary and Secondary Education and other formerly independent state education agencies under the control of a newly created secretary of education appointed by the governor. 

Charter school opponents seized on a recent Boston Globe article to fuel the backlash fire. The article reported that charters educate a smaller percentage of English language learner (ELL) and special education (SPED) students than their district counterparts. But charter schools educate far higher percentages of racial minorities and low-income students than districts do. Public schools can't control who comes through the door; they can control what happens once they're there. 

A few weeks earlier, the Globe had reported that "The Boston public schools are keeping too many students with disabilities out of regular classrooms and may be wrongfully identifying some students for special services because of shortcomings in teaching literacy or dealing with behavior problems. "When a student is designated as ELL, the school district's state aid for that student increases by one-quarter. Boston public schools identify half of all non-native English speakers as ELL, but the city's Excel Academy Charter School is more willing to resist the incentive. There, just 8 percent of non-native speakers receive an ELL designation. 

Most importantly, special education and ELL students in Massachusetts charter schools outperform similarly designated district school kids. With their focus on inputs rather than results, opponents attempt to impose on charters the same bureaucratic and process-based accountability measures that deaden so many district schools. 

They should instead celebrate charter schools' success at transitioning students out of programs that were designed to be transitional. With just over a year to go in the gubernatorial race, the gamesmanship is heating up. 

Today, Gloucester families seeking educational opportunity are being held hostage by the backlash against charter schools. Sadly, with education policy no longer insulated from the political fray, they won't be the last. 

Charles Chieppo is the principal of Chieppo Strategies, a public policy writing and advocacy firm. 
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