



 
Charters still Grade A
They’re key to state’s educational reforms
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Two recent reports document the success of important education reforms.

One shows that Boston’s pilot high schools - which feature more autonomy and teacher input than regular district schools - outperform their counterparts in traditional Boston public high schools, while another indicates that MCAS scores have improved in 10 Massachusetts schools that implemented longer school days last year.

In addition to improving student achievement, longer school days and pilot schools share another important characteristic: We have the commonwealth’s charter schools to thank for them. Boston’s pilot schools were a direct response to the creation of charters in 1995 and longer school days have been a staple at a number of charter schools.

Longer school days and pilot schools are also the latest examples of a trend toward separating out and advancing the parts of important reforms that are palatable to a politically powerful and change-averse education establishment, while even more important reforms languish.

As good as they both are, neither a longer school day nor pilot schools can match charter schools when it comes to improving student achievement.

The pilot school study is Exhibit A. It compared pilot and district high schools. But applying the same methodology to Boston’s charter high schools reveals that more than 80 percent of the students in those schools scored proficient or advanced on the 2007 10th grade MCAS math exam. For pilots, the number is just over 60 percent and for the city’s traditional public high schools it’s slightly above 40 percent.

The 10th grade English exam tells a similar story, with more than 70 percent of charter school students scoring advanced or proficient, compared to just over half the students in the city’s pilot schools and about one-third in Boston’s traditional district high schools.

The study was limited to high schools, but a look at eighth-grade MCAS data shows charters outperforming pilot and district schools by an even wider margin. There, the charter school proficiency rate was more than three times higher than that of either pilot or traditional Boston public schools on the math exam. In English, more than 80 percent of Boston charter school students scored proficient or advanced, compared to less than half in pilot and traditional schools.
Though tempered by reimbursements to districts that lose students to charters, charter schools compete with traditional schools for students and dollars. As a result, teachers unions, school committees and superintendents remain largely unwilling to acknowledge their success.

Reform can’t be force-fed to those who work in the education system; they deserve a seat at the table. But neither should their interests trump what’s best for students.

An agreement last year between the city and the Boston Teachers Union cleared the way for seven more pilot schools by 2009, but only one has opened thus far, due to union opposition. While announcing an $840,000 pledge to spur the creation of more pilot schools recently, Boston Foundation President Paul Grogan made it abundantly clear that his patience is wearing thin with an approach to reform that prioritizes collegiality over results.

One product of that approach is a state law that limits charters to no more than 9 percent of a school district’s overall spending. With Boston bumping up against the cap, the threat of competition from charters has receded. Absent that competitive pressure, the progress of reforms like pilot schools has slowed to a snail’s pace.

The success of pilot schools and a longer school day is good news for Massachusetts.

But important as they are, we can’t settle for incremental reforms.

That means fighting to raise an arbitrary cap on the charter schools that not only gave us pilots and longer school days, but are also Boston’s best-performing public schools.
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