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On Thursday, June 4, the House Education and Labor Committee held a hearing to examine how success at high-performing charter schools can be replicated or inform education reform efforts, including the reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA).  The President’s proposed FY 2010 budget request includes an increased investment in charter schools, and recent comments from Secretary of Education Arne Duncan suggest that he sees the model as an effective one in education reform.  
WITNESSES

· Steve Barr, Founder and Chairman of the Board, Green Dot Public Schools, Los Angeles, CA 
· David Dunn, Director, Texas Charter School Association, Austin, TX 

· Jim Goenner, Board Chair, National Association of Charter School Authorizers, and lead authorizer at Central Michigan University, Mount Pleasant, MI 

· John King, Managing Director, Excellence Preparatory Network, Uncommon Schools, New York, NY 

· Barbara O’Brien, Lt. Governor, Colorado 

· Jim Shelton, Assistant Deputy Secretary, Office of Innovation and Improvement, US Department of Education
MEMBERS PRESENT

Chairman George Miller (D-CA), Ranking Member Buck McKeon (R-CA), Representatives Dale Kildee (D-MI), Rob Andrews (D-NJ), Jared Polis (D-CO), Marcia Fudge (D-OH), Lynn Woolsey (D-CA), Joe Courtney (D-CT), Dina Titus (D-NV), David Loebsack (D-IA), Phil Hare (D-PA), Carolyn McCarthy (D-NY), Ruben Hinojosa (D-TX), John Tierney (D-MA), Carol Shea-Porter (D-NH), Tim Bishop (D-NY), Vern Ehlers (R-MI), Phil Roe (R-TN), Judy Biggert (R-IL), Tom Petri (R-WI), and Duncan Hunter (R-CA).  

OPENING STATEMENTs

Chairman Miller opened the hearing with a statement supportive and complimentary of high-performing charter schools, saying, “Many exceptional charter schools have already blazed a trail for others to follow.”  Since the first charter school opened in 1992, there has been tremendous growth in their numbers.  Today, there are 4,600 charter schools in 40 states serving 1.4 million students—ultimately serving 3 percent of public school students nationally.

Miller pointed to a number of exemplary charter schools and charter school models that have achieved impressive results—the Knowledge is Power Program (KIPP), the Harlem Children’s Zone and the Roxbury Academy among them.  He  characterized charter schools as “laboratories of innovation” in education that yield lessons that can and should be replicated.  

Ranking Member McKeon was similarly complimentary of charter school efforts and results.  He argued that major reforms are needed to allow these “innovative” charter schools to serve more students and to build on effective education reform strategies, and pointed to a bill introduced by Republicans in the 110th Congress—the Charter School Program Enhancement Act.  That bill proposed incentivizing charter school expansion at the state level and “increased awareness about the most effective strategies employed by charter schools.”  Ranking Member McKeon said that similar proposals are likely to be offered by Republicans during reauthorization of ESEA.

WITNESS STATEMENTS

Jim Shelton, Assistant Deputy Secretary, Office of Innovation and Improvement, USED 
Pointing to the impact of charter schools in successfully intervening in failing schools, improving achievement among hard-to-serve populations, and in fostering an entrepreneurial spirit around addressing the failures of public education, Shelton said, “Improving our education system by expanding high-quality public charter schools is one of this Administration’s highest priorities.”

Conceding that data shows mixed results for charter schools to date, he said that they are improving, and that more mature charter schools and charter school networks are producing encouraging results.  These results pertain not only to academic achievement as measured by assessments, but also to college enrollment and persistence rates.  Shelton also noted that not all charter schools are successful, and that it is incumbent upon states and charter authorizers to take on the important oversight roles that sometimes require closing schools and revoking charters.  

Secretary of Education Arne Duncan has spoken favorably of charter schools and the role they might play in education reform efforts, and recently pointed to his frustration with state caps on the allowable number of charter schools in public forums.  Shelton echoed this sentiment, saying that the Administration believes “charter schools will play two essential roles in the development and implementation of education reforms that address the widest points of the achievement gap: transforming persistently failing schools and leading our nation’s thinking on education innovation and what works.”  

In FY 2009, the charter school program received just over $216 million in federal funds.  The Administration has requested a $52 million increase—$268 million total—for the program in FY 2010.  Shelton said, “The request would provide increased support for planning and start-up of new high-quality charter schools, a key element of the Administration’s strategy to promote successful models of school reform. This sizeable increase is the Administration’s first major step toward fulfilling its commitment to double support for charter schools over the next four years.” 

Barbara O’Brien, Lt. Governor, Colorado 

After thanking Representative Polis for arranging her invitation to testify, O’Brien praised  charter schools, citing her experience in Colorado, where 78% of charter schools are making Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP), while only 58% of public schools are.  She said that the keys to charter schools’ success are, “greater autonomy, and greater accountability,” and the ability to stimulate innovation within public education.  

She walked the Committee through her experience with a growing charter school movement in Colorado, and said that as it evolved, the schools took on different approaches to improving education.  They lengthened the school day, took on unique educational missions, explored different instructional methods and better engaged parents.  Admitting that there have been difficulties in Colorado and a number of charter schools have had to close, she argued, “But the successes far outweigh the failures, as evidenced by the growing charter school enrollment and waiting lists in Colorado.  In the 2007-2008 school year, 56,000 students were enrolled in more than 140 schools, while another 38,000 students were on waiting lists.”    

Steve Barr, Green Dot Public Schools

Barr opened  by lamenting the fact that since he graduated from public schooling in California, in 1977, the state’s education system went from the best in the country to the worst in his adult lifetime.  He pointed to the alarming drop out rates in California, and said that in the 17 Green Dot Schools in Los Angeles, over 80% of their students graduate “with the same dollars” as the schools that have 60 to 70 percent dropout rates.  He also offered the Committee a compelling illustration, based on Los Angeles’ Locke High School, of the results of Green Dot and the challenges they face.  

John King, Uncommon Schools New York, NY 

King shared his childhood experiences with the panel and his success in co-founding Roxbury Charter School in Boston.  Roxbury has been the highest performing urban middle school in Massachusetts for five years and has successfully “closed the racial achievement gap on state exams”, according to King.  

King explained how Roxbury achieved these results.  He said the school established a compelling mission to prepare its students to enter, succeed in, and graduate from college.  Leadership also created a small school community—one in which every adult knows every student.  Outstanding teachers were selected from a pool of 80-100 candidates for each opening, a statistic that speaks to the school’s ability to attract and retain talent.  The school set high standards for academics and character.  The school day was extended to include “double periods” of literacy and math, as well as science and social studies every day, and enrichment activities for all students.  The school also invested substantially in professional development for teachers, with more than three weeks of curriculum development each summer and dedicated time each week for teachers to analyze student performance data and plan collaboratively.

King is now taking his experience to New York to see if Roxbury’s success can be replicated on a larger scale.  At Uncommon Schools he serves as superintendent of a small network of charter schools.  He says that the 11 schools he oversees in New York and New Jersey are thriving and that they recently launched a teacher education program at Hunter College in partnership with KIPP and Achievement First.
Jim Goenner, National Association of Charter School Authorizers and CMU
Referring to Michigan’s dismal economic state, Goenner said that charter schools have been crucial to providing young people opportunities and encouragement.  He outlined some of the administrative machinations around establishing charter schools in Michigan, noting that contracts must be agreed to, and held up a hefty binder as an example of one such contract between authorizers and the entities that take on the challenge of establishing charter schools.  He emphasized the need for clear accountability standards and role definition in establishing charter schools, as well as the need for ongoing and consistent oversight that can ultimately result in school closures if necessary.  He said that while his personal experience with school closures has been difficult when facing students and families, he knows that he is responsible for providing these young people with knowledge and skills, and that responsibility is paramount in his work.

David Dunn, Texas Charter School Association 

Dunn served as Chief of Staff to former Secretary of Education Margaret Spellings and worked on education reform efforts with her.  He supports President Obama’s call for doubling the funds for the charter school program, and many of his experiences with charter school successes echo those of his fellow panelists.  He did speak of state barriers to charter school expansion, however.  The Texas Legislature just completed its session and failed to pass key reforms that Dunn argues would promote growth of quality public charter schools.  This disappointing development leaves Dunn and Texas with a charter law that is 14 years old.  Further, in the past 12 months Texas hit the statutory cap on the number of charters allowed.  A bill that would have allowed the State Board of Education to grant an additional 12 charters per year, enabling managed growth of high quality charter schools, failed to pass.  Dunn pointed to the need for federal leadership on this front that would encourage states to ease or eliminate these caps and see charters as partners in education reform, versus competitors.
MEMBER QUESTIONS

Chairman Miller opened the questioning by noting that in the federal government’s 35 years of experience in education, replication has always been exceedingly difficult.  Further, the policy debates often pit children against a system owned by adults.  Related to No Child Left Behind, the most recent iteration of ESEA, he said that now educators and policymakers finally have data to inform reform efforts—a major intent of the law.  Lt. Gov. O’Brien agreed, saying that higher quality decision-making is possible now, charter networks are expanding, and young people are responding.  

When Miller asked the panel what Committee members might do to be helpful to the charter school movement, Barr responded that they could “make private schools illegal”, forcing all young people to public schools, a move that he contends would result in exponential increases in quality as those families with choices would be forced to improve, or ask others to improve, the single choice available to them.  

Representative Ehlers asked Goenner about how the cap on charters has affected Michigan efforts.  He responded that it “stymies hope” and that leadership in Washington supportive of charter schools is a good start to efforts to remove such caps.  

Representative Andrews cited agreement on the Committee that reauthorization of ESEA should be used to enhance the growth and quality of charters, and asked the panel how the law might change to support this intent.  O’Brien said that the federal government should invest in leadership academies for would-be principals of charter schools.  King said that the federal government might offer incentives to states and others to make public facilities available to would-be charters.  Goenner suggested leveraging lessons learned among authorizers in furthering the movement.  

Representative Polis acknowledged that while there is no “silver bullet” in education reform, charter schools offer a “ray of hope” and he referenced legislation he intends to offer soon on the issue.  

There were a series of questions from Committee members, including Representatives Fudge, McCarthy, Tierney and Shea-Porter, who voiced frustration with the idea that two parallel public school systems might result from continued growth of the charter school network.  That is, public investments in the results of charter schools might be better spent in replicating these results in traditional public schools. 

Chairman Miller adjourned the hearing so that members could go to the House floor for votes, but before doing so, he spoke about the importance of providing strong public education for all young people and leveraging the lessons learned at charters to produce more widespread results.  His colleagues agreed.

For more information on this hearing, including witness testimony and a webcast, visit:  http://edlabor.house.gov/hearings/full-committee/.
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