
Mass. charter schools merit tip of the cap

By Charles Chieppo and Jamie Gass  |   Monday, January 17, 2011 

It was only a matter of time before the education empire would strike back after last year’s legislation raising the cap on Massachusetts charter schools. The counterattack has now begun, and the battle is on familiar turf: money.

Its proponents are equally predictable: the Massachusetts Association of School Committees (MASC), a teachers union-backed nonprofit and a group of Amherst-area citizens.

Nancy Grossman, a Finance Committee member for the town of Leverett, told the Amherst Bulletin that taking large sums of money out of towns to pay for charter schools creates animosity.

But charter schools don’t take large sums of money. The legislation that raised the charter cap also sweetened already generous reimbursements to school districts that lose students to charter schools. They are now reimbursed for six years instead of three and collect a total of two-and-a-quarter years of funding for students they no longer educate.

Districts reply that they still face fixed costs like utilities and maintenance. But if the theory that costs don’t go down when students leave is correct, shouldn’t those same districts receive no additional funding when enrollment rises?

All of this ignores the fact that charters get less money than district schools in the first place. In fiscal 2008, Massachusetts school districts spent an average of $13,531 per student, but charter schools received just $9,731. Part of the additional spending goes to expenses charter schools don’t incur, but district spending from revenue sources like grants, revolving funds and school lunches isn’t passed on to charters when students transfer.

Facilities are another inequity. In fiscal 2009, the state gave charter schools an $893 per-student facilities payment, but the average commonwealth charter spent $1,420 per student on facilities. In district schools, these costs are borne entirely by municipalities and the Massachusetts School Building Authority.

Even the Massachusetts Association of School Superintendents, which has long stood shoulder-to-shoulder with MASC and the unions against charter schools, has ceased attacking the funding formula.

Fifteen years after the first charter schools opened in Massachusetts, opponents still call them an “experiment,” but the results are definitively in. A 2009 study conducted by Harvard and MIT researchers for the Boston Foundation found that Boston charter schools dramatically outperform their district counterparts.

Several urban Massachusetts charter schools do better than wealthy suburban school districts on MCAS. In Newsweek and U.S. News and World Report rankings, those urban charters topped even prestigious exam schools like Boston Latin.

Charter foes cite national data showing that charter and district school performance is similar. But the picture is very different here; Massachusetts charter schools are the nation’s best.

Despite strong support from the education establishment, a spate of recent data forecloses on academic performance as a line of attack against Massachusetts charters. With the state legislation to raise caps and strong support from the Obama administration, opponents have also been thwarted on the political front.

Money has always been the real issue. But the financial arguments of charter school foes ring just as hollow as their academic claims and failed political efforts.
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