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NSBA Report Says Charter Schools Not Meeting Early Promises
Authors Examine Fact, Fiction of Charter School Movement

Alexandria, Va. – Oct. 11 – The charter school movement has not lived up to the sweeping claims of its early proponents, even though parent and student satisfaction with charter schools is currently high, according to a new report published by the National School Boards Association (NSBA). The report also points out that it may not be fair to judge existing charter schools solely on the basis of initial rhetoric. 

The report, Charting a New Course: Fact and Fiction about Charter Schools, examines the historical and contemporary forces that have shaped the charter school movement, describes charter schools as they exist today, evaluates their performance in raising student achievement and in other critical areas, and assesses their influence on traditional public schools.

"The charter school movement has garnered considerable support from political decision makers to local educators," said Anne Bryant, NSBA Executive Director. "But even as the popularity of charters continues to grow, it remains to be seen whether they will have an impact in the classroom."

Prepared by Thomas L. Good and Jennifer S. Braden of the University of Arizona and Darrel W. Drury, Director of Policy Research at NSBA, Charting a New Course examines the trends that set the stage for the charter movement and the diversity of support it currently enjoys. The report argues that, while differing expectations for what charter schools could accomplish was a political plus in passing enabling legislation, this diversity of expectation may become a political liability should charter schools fail to fulfill expectations.


The report warns that, in the absence of corrective legislative action, this movement may begin to lose support. It identifies several areas in which the movement hasn't lived up to early expectations: 

· Student Achievement – Charter school advocates made sweeping claims that charter schools would substantially raise student achievement. Currently, however, there is little evidence to support the claim that charters have had any immediate, dramatic effect on student learning. 

· Innovation – The report concludes that little, if any, real innovation has occurred in charter schools in terms of curriculum and instructional practices -- especially not in schools managed by private firms. And while some would argue that charters have been innovative in the areas of school management, the report finds no data demonstrating that these new approaches have had consequences for student performance. 

· Balkanization – Recent studies by the U.S. Department of Education suggest that charter and traditional public schools serve a similar demographic mix of students. But the NSBA report points out that this conclusion is misleading because it is based on data aggregated at the national level. When data are aggregated at the individual school level, or at the level of neighborhood school clusters, the evidence suggests that charter schools may actually be contributing significantly to the increased "balkanization" of American public education. 

· Special Education – While the report finds that some individual charter schools provide rich experiences for special education students, overall, the charter school movement has not been a source of innovation in developing programs for these students. 

· Finance – Advocates have argued that charters are virtually cost-free experiments, because per-pupil expenditures are transferred from public schools to charter schools. But given that the creation of new schools includes the creation of new administrative structures, many administrative costs are redundant. Further, as charter schools seek "level funding" with non-charter schools for capital expenditures, costs are likely to increase. 

· Accountability – As charter school enrollments expand, more taxpayer dollars will find their way into these institutions. Accordingly, the report argues that it is reasonable to expect that greater accountability will be required of them, including participation in state testing programs, utilization of broadly accepted accounting practices, and adherence to the kinds of open meeting laws, bidding requirement, and personal financial disclosures required of school boards. 

· Competition – Competition from charter schools was anticipated to serve as an impetus for traditional public schools to improve, but research suggests that this has rarely been the case. The report points out that it is difficult for public schools to reap the benefits of experimentation if charter schools themselves are not exploring new approaches. 

In addition to its recommendations for legislative action, Charting a New Course offers guidance to state departments of education, professional groups for teachers and administrators, local school boards, and other authorities interested in strengthening charter schools. 

"It's time for policymakers to sharpen the focus of the public debate on education," said Bryant. "They need to ask what issues of education are most compelling, and how charter and traditional public schools can best tackle those issues and improve learning."

The National School Boards Association is a national federation of state and territorial school boards associations that represent more than 95,000 school board members who govern the nation's public schools. The organization's mission is to foster excellence and equity in public elementary and secondary education throughout the United States through local school board leadership.

