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Time to lift limits on charter schools
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June 5 marks the 45th anniversary of Robert F. Kennedy’s tragic assassination in a Los Angeles hotel pantry after his victory in the California presidential primary. During that campaign, in a period of almost unparalleled national turmoil, RFK often quoted Dante: “The hottest places in hell are reserved for those who, in times of great moral crisis, maintain their neutrality.”

Today, Massachusetts leaders face another moral dilemma as they consider legislation that would lift the cap on charter public schools in the commonwealth’s lowest-performing school districts. Thus far, the courage Robert Kennedy referred to is sorely lacking.

It’s all too easy to dismiss the 29 districts that score in the bottom 10 percent statewide on MCAS as a small minority — until you realize that 30 percent of Massachusetts’ public school students are enrolled in them.

The overwhelming evidence of charter schools’ success at educating underprivileged children adds to the urgency. A study published earlier this year by Stanford University’s Center for Research on Education Outcomes — whose research has not generally been favorable to charters — found that Boston charter schools are doing more to close achievement gaps than any other group of public schools in the country and that charters across Massachusetts dramatically outperform traditional public schools.

An even-more-recent study prepared by MIT’s School ​Effectiveness and Inequality Initiative found that Boston charters outperform other public schools on the MCAS, SATs and the Advanced Placement tests that allow high school students to earn college credit.

A year in a Boston charter was found to be comparable to a year in one of the city’s elite exam schools in a 2009 study conducted by Harvard University and Massachusetts Institute of Technology researchers.

MCAS results tell a similar story. Last year, 20 charters, including many urban schools, finished first in the commonwealth on various tests. Many inner-city charter schools outperform even affluent suburban schools.

On the merits, the charter school debate is over in Massachusetts. Sadly, the merits matter little when the weight of the education establishment is arrayed on the other side.

When asked after a recent hearing whether she supports lifting the charter cap, Senate chairwoman of the Legislature’s Education Committee Sonia Chang-Diaz said, “It’s an open question for me.” That was better than her House counterpart Alice Hanlon-Peisch, who gave a rambling answer about providing districts “more flexibility and accountability” to overhaul failing schools.

Rather than lifting the cap, Mayor Tom Menino asked legislators at the hearing to allow more of the “in-district” charter schools that haven’t demonstrated a fraction of the success of so-called commonwealth charters.

State Education Commissioner Mitchell Chester said he’d support raising the cap — in three years or so. It’s a clear sign that even if the legislation were to pass, Gov. Deval Patrick would veto it.

Robert Kennedy’s invocation of Dante was so powerful because by 1968 he had become a leader who wasn’t afraid to confront the American people with uncomfortable truths, like the immorality of accepting bigotry and poverty as inevitable. His courage looms even larger when viewed through the lens of current political leaders who respond to moral crisis by clinging so tenaciously to their neutrality.
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