
Charter success foreign to State House


By Charles Chieppo  |   Tuesday, September 22, 2009 

Scanners and metal detectors make entering the State House feel like going through airport security. But sometimes it seems a passport should be required, because the building increasingly resembles a foreign land in which up is down and right is wrong.

Never was the setting more surreal than at last week’s hearing on Gov. Deval Patrick’s proposal to raise the cap on charter public schools in the lowest performing school districts. New MCAS results showed charters again outperforming the districts from which their students come on every subject at every grade.

The results were even more stunning in the context of the goal of Patrick’s bill to close achievement gaps between rich and poor, white and minority. Various urban charters ranked first in the state on the seventh-, eighth- and 10th-grade math exams and the eighth- and 10th-grade English language arts.

On the seventh-grade English exam, East Boston’s Excel Academy Charter School had the state’s second-best scores, even though English isn’t the first language of half its students. At several urban charters, every sixth-, seventh-, eighth- and 10th-grader tested passed each exam.

But you wouldn’t have known this from the hearing. There, the focus was on an article about charter schools educating a smaller percentage of English language learners (ELL) and special education (SPED) students than district schools do.

Charter schools also educate far higher percentages of African-American, Hispanic and low-income students than district schools. Public schools can’t control who comes through the door; they can control what happens once they’re there.

Charter school SPED and ELL students outperform their district counterparts. Instead of celebrating charters’ success at moving children out of programs that were designed to be transitional, foes seek to impose on them the same bureaucratic and process-based accountability measures that deaden so many district schools.

Boston City Councilor John Connolly said it best when he noted that charters are constantly under attack and asked, “Why do we put a ceiling on success?”

The attacks continued during discussion of a Massachusetts Teachers Association report designed to divert attention from the MCAS results by highlighting relatively high attrition rates at some Boston charter schools. The MTA used the data to trumpet its desperate claim that charters cherry-pick their students, even though admission is by lottery.

But the vast majority of those who left didn’t drop out. Instead, they transferred back to district schools. Human nature dictates that some will inevitably choose the easier path to a diploma.

Failure to raise the cap may mean leaving up to $300 million in federal funds on the table, since the Obama administration has made lifting state charter caps a criterion for receipt of its Race to the Top grants.

That fact did little to alter the routine of legislators asking questions straight from the MTA’s talking points. House Education Chair Marty Walz asked how we should define success. Poor and minority kids from inner cities who outscore their counterparts from Weston and Dover is probably a good place to start.

Every political stunt and sham hearing makes next year’s election feel more like 1990, when a torrent of incumbents was swept out of office. It’s time to reclaim the State House. Maybe the families of 23,000 students on charter school waiting lists will lead the charge.
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