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Abstract

Charter schools are autonomous, self-governing schools free from restrictions placed on pubic schools, such as curriculum, but receive public funding.  However, if a charter school under-performs it risks being closed.  This accountability is one of the strongest selling points of a charter school.  Opponents of charters say that the schools lack the regulations needed to foster a healthy learning environment.  37 states currently have charter laws, with Arizona having the strongest law

Are U.S. public schools inadequate to educate our coming generations?  Is radical school reform necessary?  Many individuals in government, including President Bush, seem to think so.  Some of these reforms include national education standards, vouchers, and charter schools.  One of the most popular methods of reform is the charter school, because it does not have the same constitutional arguments as vouchers.  Simply put, a charter school is similar to a private school, with no religious affiliation, that must accept all students and comply with civil rights laws.  Other than that, the school is completely autonomous, controlling it’s own actions.  One of the strongest drawing points of charter schools is that they can breed accountability in schools.  If a charter school does not perform up to expectations of the body that granted the charter, they can close it.    While the accountability produced by charter schools is beneficial to schools, it is possible to breed accountability in schools without charter schools, which can prove devastating to smaller schools.  

Definition of Charter Schools

Arizona’s charter school law, Arizona’s School Improvement Act of 1994, is the strongest in the United States.  Under the law, any citizen, group, or organization may apply for a 15-year charter.  The charter school board, or the state school board may grant up to 25 charters per year; however, local school boards may also grant charters, with no limit placed on them.  The difference between a charter school and a public school is that charter schools are independent governed and exempt from many state regulations.  A charter school is not required to adhere to laws dealing with teacher certification, compliance reviews, and mandated classes.  Regulations that a charter school must comply with include civil rights, insurance, and special education laws.  Due to these regulations students who wish to attend charter schools may not be denied admission based on academic ability or physical handicap.  The funding a charter school receives must be equal or greater to the minimum per-pupil cost in the district the school resides in.  Every five years a charter school must be reviewed to make sure it is following the guidelines set upon it.  The most recent changes in the law set more regulations on schools that are not performing up to standards.  If a school fails to improve their scores for two consecutive years they will be required to send parents a letter informing them of this fact, reminding them that they have choices to help ensure their child’s education.  When a school does not improve in one year’s time it will be labeled as “failing” and the state will teams to the school to remedy the problem.  The current classifications for schools are “failing,” “under-performing,” and “improving.”  The classification of “maintaining” will be added for schools that do not improve or get worse.  Overall, Arizona’s law is the strongest and most ambitious of the many charter school laws throughout numerous states.

Benefits of Charters


The debate over charter schools stem from many different aspects of how a charter school operates.  One of the strongest arguments for charter schools is that they foster school accountability, something many feel is lacking in the nations public schools.  Others feel that charter schools have a greater chance of succeeding than public schools because the binding restrictions placed on, such as mandated classes, are not present in the charter schools.  Early results from charter seem to show scores that are improving faster than their public counterparts.  Overall, the charter school is one of the most popular methods of education reform present in the U.S. today.  Unlike the voucher system, which has raised questions of constitutionality, the lawfulness of charter schools has been questioned far less frequently.  As of May 2001, 37 states currently have charter school laws (Garrett, 2001).  Finally, research shows that charter schools push local public schools to improve through competition.


Upon creation, a charter schools charter lasts for 15 years.  After the charter has expired the school must request a renewal of their charter in order to continue operating.  If the issuer of the charter feels that the school has not performed up to expectations, the charter will not be renewed.  Those in favor of charter schools feel that this causes increased effort in charter schools, along with increased performance.  There are currently no measures in place to close under performing public schools. 


Other feel that with restrictions on charter schools relaxed the schools are free to do what needs to be done in order to improve student performance.  In one instance, a principal of a charter school in Albany, New York saw her students were behind in English and math.  To remedy this, she temporarily cancelled art, science, and foreign languages and used the extra time to work on the lacking subjects (Daniels, 2001).  


Research coming from Pennsylvania claims that charter schools are raising scores.  Early research says that charter schools are improving scores at faster rates than public schools have.  According to the results, students have improved math, reading, and writing scores by 105 points, compared to only 86 points by public schools (Johnston, 2001).  


The Department of Education recently completed a four-year study of publicly financed, but independently governed schools.  In districts where a charter school had been opened, the local public schools where more likely to add programs, such as gifted education and all-day kindergarten, according to the study.  The public schools were also more responsive and improved communication with parents.  According to Rod Paige, Secretary of Education, “The good news is that charter schools do not just help the students they serve directly, they also prod the entire system to improve” (Sack, 2001).

Problems of Charters


Opponents of charter schools feel that they lack enough guidelines to be properly operated.  Teacher unions are strong opponents of charter schools, because charter schools can employ not only non-unionized teacher, but also uncertified teacher.  Other opponents claim that while charter schools are raising scores faster than their public counterparts, the charter schools are still behind the total scores of public schools.  


Texas is currently reviewing and revising its charter school laws after a number of schools have been closed.  One school near Waco, Texas recently closed, causing 200 children to repeat a grade, and wasted hundreds of thousands of dollars (Sandham, 2001).  Such closings have forced the Texas legislature to halt the formation of charter schools for the next two years, and increase state regulation over its charter schools.  Pennsylvania is also considering similar legislation to halt the creation of new charter schools, until significant research can be completed, and to change the way charters are funded.  One of the few legal challenges to a charter schools law is taking place in Ohio.  Under the Ohio law, charter schools must be non-profit bodies governed by a traditional school board or a charter school board.  Recently, numerous charter schools have entered into a contract with for-profit management corporations.  Many feel that this violates the law, and is turning charter schools in Ohio into “a chain of company-run stores” (Sandham, 2001).  


The typical charter law requires only about 75 percent of the faculty of a charter schools to be certified.  This causes some to worry that the teachers will be less than effective, creating a poor learning environment for the students.  However, to their advantage, charter schools on average do usually have more than 75 percent of their faculty certified, and hire uncertified teachers only when a position cannot be filled.


While the scores posted by charter schools have been increasing faster than in public schools, the average charter school scores 50 points lower than their public counterparts.  Researchers point out that 79.6 percent of the students in the charter schools were minority students, and that the gaps “measure the differences in the types of students who choose to attend a charter schools more than any impact the charters have on their students” (Johnston, 2001).  Parents who send their child to a charter school often believe the education their children will receive would be of a higher quality, even though almost 75 percent of parents reported they expected greater improvement in student achievement than reported.

Argument

While charter schools have been beneficial, overall they are not the answer needed to foster improvement in schools.  While charter school scores have been increasing in greater margins than public schools, the scores have not surpassed the public schools, providing no real evidence that charter schools will foster greater learning achievements.  Many of the founders of the charter schools do not have the same intentions as public schools.  According to Carla Lewis, educator for 36 years, “the ethics inculcated within alternative schools does not correspond with those of public schools”, where every child should receive a well-rounded education (personal communication, October 17).  Many charter schools have a very homogeneous student population, creating more school segregation.  School reform may be a big issue, but little progress has been made, with no real outstanding gains in performance (Cohen, 1996).   While the increased accountability of charter schools is a strong selling point, there have been numerous issues raised about how accountable the schools really are, and accountability can be fostered in public schools without charter schools.

In North Carolina, a large number of the states charter schools have a racial student population that is more than 85 percent black.  The enrollment of any charter school in North Carolina “shall reasonably reflect” the racial composition of the surrounding community (Schnaiburg, 1998).  The charter schools student body in this, and other areas, is far too homogenous, and is in danger of causing re-segregation.

Charter schools can be devastating to smaller rural schools, where parents believe their child is not receiving a quality education based on the size of the school.  These rural schools do not receive as much tax money as larger urban schools, so they can sometimes be under equipped.  As more and more parents withdraw their children from the rural public schools and place them in charter schools, the public schools funding also decreases, thus worsening the problem.  While urban schools have the money to compete and improve programs in order to compete with charter schools, rural schools lack these funds.  In Michigan, due to new charter schools, the legislature must make 175 million dollars worth of cuts to meet budget.  While each school was promised 6,500 dollars per-pupil, those funds will have to be reduced (Keller, 2001).  These cuts will hurt all schools in Michigan.  Similar problems are arising elsewhere in the United States.


One way to increase accountability and funding in public schools is to offer rewards for success.   In the past, direct merit pay rewards to teachers have not been effective, and some teachers resent it.  Merit pay also fosters unhealthy competition between teachers, where cooperation is needed to achieve a strong learning environment.  Monetary rewards directed towards a school have proven much more effective (Clotfelter, Ladd, 1996).  Using the money spent on charter schools, offer monetary or equipment grants to schools that are improving their performance.  If a school is under performing, they simply will not receive the grants, thus compelling them to improve their systems.  However, it is important not to reduce funding to public schools that under perform, as some have proposed.  Removing funding to under performing schools will further hurt the performance of the schools, and the method attempted to foster accountability in the school is the cause of it’s failing.  


The problem with this method is that in order to receive the extra grants, a school may decide to only teach the topics on the tests, thus leaving large gaps in the material presented to students.  One method proposed to avoid “teaching to the test” is to base the test on the required curriculum (Clotfelter, Ladd, 1996).  Then, the best thing a teacher could do is to teach to the test, so all the required material is covered.


Another problem with rewarding schools based on achievement is how the achievement should be measured.  When the Coleman report was released in 1966, it claimed the socioeconomic factors make up the most measurably differences in schools.  This means that it would not be fair to compare schools only on test scores.  Some school districts measure schools based on improvement, while other give lower socioeconomic schools “handicaps.”  However, giving a handicap can be seen to imply that a poorer student is not capable of the same level of achievement as an affluent student, or that society does not expect much from them (Clotfelter, Ladd, 1996).  Instead of just using monetary rewards, there are other ways to recognize success in schools.  Symbolic forms of recognition are also useful.  Flags can be given to well performing schools, which can increase pride in achievement, thus fostering healthy competition between schools (Clotfelter, Ladd, 1996).  

The biggest problem with charter schools is also its strongest selling point.  The innovations and unique curriculum charter schools offer, the very core of the movement, also makes it difficult to establish accountability (Schnaiberg, 1998).  Many charter schools are far from conventional, with some charting learning based on portfolios instead of grades.  Other charter schools focus their work on children with learning disabilities.  If a charter school is innovative, as is the goal, what guidelines should it be held accountable to?  Many in the charter schools system feel it is unfair to compare charter schools to standards and performance goals at the state level when charter schools are so far outside of the public school norm (Manno, Finn, Vanourek, 2000).  However, when comparing charter schools to other charter schools, more problems arise.  No two charters are run the same way; so similar problems arise when comparing progress.  It would be unfair to compare a charter school designed to help children with learning disabilities to one that focuses on college placement.  Another problem with charter schools is that no real data to compare the schools exist (Manno et al., 2000).  This lack of data, and proper ways to measure accountability in charter schools, the very thing that proponents of the schools try to sell to the public, makes it impossible to prove that charter schools can improve performance and foster accountability.  

Conclusion

In conclusion, charter schools damage the school system in the United States far more than they help.  Charter schools have been shown to cause homogenous student bodies, thus causing re-segregation in schools, which has been fought against.  Funding for schools has been cut because of increases in charter schools, which cannot prove they promote a higher quality education when compared to their public counterparts.  Finally, the strongest selling point of charter schools, accountability, has proven to be almost impossible to measure in charter schools so far.  While increased accountability in exchange for greater flexibility works in theory, showing it works is a completely separate matter, not likely to be proven anytime soon.  Until then, charter schools will only accomplish hurting our public school system.
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