
National PTA Background Brief: Charter Schools 
Background
The concept underlying charter schools is that regulations inhibit innovation or creative school reform efforts. Charter schools are schools that operate under a contract, or charter, with local school boards or other governing agencies. This contract may free charter schools from many of the regulations other schools face. 

Since Minnesota passed the first charter school law in 1991, 36 states and the District of Columbia enacted legislation authorizing charter schools. Each state's legislation establishing charter schools is different. According to a 1999 U.S. Department of Education report titled, The State of Charter Schools, there are 1,050 charter schools in operation nationwide, a significant increase over the 270 charter schools in existence just three years earlier. Charter schools, however, are not distributed equally across the states. For example, 44 percent of the charter schools are located in just three states: California, Michigan, and Arizona. The report finds that about 70 percent of all charter schools are new schools, 19 percent were preexisting public schools, and 11 percent were preexisting private schools. 

Fiscal year 2000 federal funding for charter schools increased to $145 million, up from last year's $100 million. With more federal financial resources, the number of charter schools is expected to grow, even though the existing schools have yet to be evaluated for their effectiveness. 

In 1998, Congress passed the Charter School Expansion Act, which requires charter schools to have written contracts describing how student performance will be measured in relationship to state assessments required of other public schools. Also, states must now provide for their authorized chartering agencies to review and evaluate each charter school at least once every five years to determine if the school is meeting academic performance requirements and goals. 

Some observers worry that putting too much money into charter schools will create a two-tier education system. Many charter schools are niche schools that serve particular interest groups; therefore, there is a concern that charter schools will divert money and attention from traditional public schools. Still others point to some charter schools that neglect special education students, have selective admissions processes, and breach the separation of church and state. 

National PTA Positions 
National PTA acknowledges charter schools as one avenue to school reform. However, PTA supports the creation of charter schools based on a set of principles that are designed to keep the integrity of public schools intact. 

Charter schools must 

· Be open to all students 

· Be supported by specifically allocated public funds in amounts that do not exceed and do not divert money from public schools 

· Comply with federal and state laws governing public schools that require fiscal responsibility and accountability 

· Adhere to federal and state laws that protect the health and safety of children 

· Be accountable to local school boards in the districts where they are located 

· Ensure staff are certified for their positions 

· Involve parents in decision-making processes 

· Have a mechanism for independent evaluation to determine if they are providing students with an education at least comparable to public schools and fulfilling their mission of innovation 

Charter schools must not 

· Be operated by for-profit organizations, nor be affiliated with a nonpublic, sectarian, religious, or home-based school 

· Charge tuition or fees not charged by public schools 

· Have a negative impact on public schools 

Other Voices on Charter Schools 

"From the beginning, a key objective of charter school law has been to 'raise all boats'— not just create a few good charter schools. Not all charter schools are established with the same good intentions…at the national level, additional resources for research should focus on ensuring that democratic principles remain at the forefront of charter school movement." 
Tom Watkins, in the December 1999 American School Board Journal. 
Watkins is on the Economic Council of Palm Beach County in Florida and 
serves on the board of Palm County Annenberg School Reform Challenge. 

"The charter explosion has left some casualties. Two schools closed in the face of financial and administrative problems. Another opened without authorization, stranding scores of students when it was forced to shut down a few weeks later. Such failures underscore the risks of charter schools, which are publicly funded but independently operated. There is little oversight or safety net. If a school collapses, its students and staff are on their own." 
From a November 7, 1999, Washington Post 
article on the District of Columbia's charter schools 

"What makes charter schools work is similar to what makes all public schools work. Schools and public schools need adequate resources, a rigorous academic curriculum, strict discipline policies, and accountability." 
Sandra Feldman, American Federation of Teachers' president 
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