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Cover: Michelle Obama visits Tina and Rick Caruso Early
Education Center, part of the Para Los Nifios charter
network in California, on November 15, 2018.

DEMOCRATIC AND PROGRESSIVE LEADERS HAVE BEEN, AND REMAIN, AMONG THE
STRONGEST PROPONENTS OF HIGH-QUALITY PUBLIC CHARTER SCHOOLS

Democratic support for public charter schools stems, in part, from key principles and
policies underlying the charter school model. By law:

Charter schools must have a fair and open admissions process, conducting outreach
and recruitment to all segments of the communities they serve;

Unlike public magnet schools or public “exam schools” that can set admissions
criteria based on test scores or other student characteristics, public charter schools
cannot pick and choose which students to admit;

Charter schools must enroll students by lottery when the number of applicants
exceeds available seats;

Charter schools are free; they cannot charge tuition;
Charter schools are nonsectarian and nondiscriminatory in employment policies;

Most states require performance-based contracts that hold charters accountable for
academic outcomes and operational controls;

Public oversight of charters also occurs through annual financial audits, explicitly
called for in all but four states, that are the same or similar to financial audit
procedures and requirements of traditonal public districts;

Charter authorizers vary by state, but can be a local school board (39%), a state
school board (28%), a statewide charter school board or commission (15%), a
non-profit agency (10%), a college or university (7%), or a mayor’s office (1%);' and

Students at charter schools take the same state assessments, and charter schools
are evaluated on the same school report cards as traditional public schools in the
state.

Both centrist and progressive Democrats were, and remain, integrally involved in shaping
charter school policy. To be clear, charters enjoy bipartisan support, one of the key reasons
for their success and longevity. However, the purpose of this report is primarily to highlight
the centrist and progressive Democrats who support this sector.
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Here are some other key Democratic public charter school supporters from their inception
to the present day:

PRESIDENT BILL CLINTON

During his time in the White House, President Bill Clinton
was one of the earliest proponents of charter schools from
either political party. He spearheaded passage of the first
federal charter school law in 1994 when there were charter
school laws in just two states (Minnesota and California). The
federal Charter School Program is a major source of fund-
ing for charter start-ups and for replicating and expanding
high-performing schools.

“The idea behind charter schools is that not all kids are the
same—they have different needs; they have different envi-
ronments—but there is a certain common level of education
that all kids need, no matter how different they are, and
that it would be a good thing to allow schools to be devel-
oped which had a clear mission, which could reach out to
kids who wanted to be a part of that mission, who could
achieve educational excellence for children who otherwise
might be left behind.”

— Remarks at the City Academy in St. Paul, Minnesota,
May 2000 ?

PRESIDENT BARACK OBAMA

As president, Barack Obama led a new generation of
Democrats to realize the value in the charter school model.

“Charter schools play an important role in our country’s
education system. Supporting some of our Nation’s under-
served communities, they can ignite imagination and nour-
ish the minds of America’s young people while finding
new ways of educating them and equipping them with the
knowledge they need to succeed.”

— Presidential Proclamation, National Charter Schools
Week, April 2016 3
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Public Charter Schools Program Grants
for the Replication and Expansion of
High-Quality Charter Schools
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new schools created thus far
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total new schools to be created as a
result of grant awards

Barack Obama was the first president in
history to use federal investments to grow

high-quality, non-profit

public school options for low-income students.

366,278

additional seats created for
students thus far
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543,564

total new seats to be created for
students as a result of grant awards
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Charter Management Organizations
expanding

REAL INVESTMENTS. President Obama increased
funding for the federal Charter Schools Program
more in his first year in office than George W. Bush
did over his entire eight years as President.

FOCUSING ON WHAT WORKS. As part of the largest
increase in federal education funding in history, via
the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act, Presi-
dent Obama launched the first-ever federal program
to replicate and expand high-performing public char-
ter schools. More than half a million students will

be able to secure seats in high-performing charter
schools under grants awarded between 2010 and
present (see left infographic).4

The vast majority of students in the nation’s
high-performing charter management organizations
are low-income students and student of color.5

are students
of color

are students from
low-income families

Source: Charter Management Organizations: Diverse
Strategies and Diverse Student Impacts

CHANGING STATE POLICY. President Obama used
Race to the Top funding from the U.S. Department

of Education as an incentive for states to lift charter
school caps. More than a dozen states—Connecticut,
Delaware, lllinois, Indiana, lowa, Louisiana, Massachu-
setts, Michigan, Mississippi, New York, Rhode Island,
Tennessee, and Utah—altered laws or policies to
create new or expand existing public charter schools.
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SENATE DEMOCRATS

Support for public charter schools goes well beyond Democrats formerly in elected office.
In the face of attempts by some in the education establishment to misleadingly tie Demo-
crats who support public charter schools to President Donald Trump and U.S. Secretary of
Education Betsy DeVos, dozens of Democrats from coast to coast have spoken up to make
crystal clear that their position on public school choice and innovation is diametrically
opposed to the Trump/DeVos agenda.

Here are some quotes culled from U.S. Senators from across the political spectrum who
explained, during the fight over Betsy DeVos’ nomination for U.S. Secretary of Education,
how their support for public charter schools and choice differs from hers, especially when
it comes to high standards and accountability for producing results.”

. . 1
Senator Dick Durbin (D-IL):

“l have supported high-perform-
ing successful charter programs.

| think about the KIPP program
here in the District of Columbia, in
Chicago, and other places, consis-
tently producing some of the high-
est results, the best results, and

In a March 2017
memo to the
Democratic
Caucus, Sena-
tor and ranking
member of the
HELP committee
Patty Murray

the highest standards for students. Is there a lesson (D-WA) made a necessary and crit-
to be learned from the KIPP model for all schools? Of ical distinction between the Trump
course there is. You have to be blind to ignore it.” Administration’s privatization agen-
da for schools and the role of public
Senator Michael Bennet (D-CO): charter schools, writing:
“l support parents’ choices on “Public charter schools are meant
high-quality schools and charter to offer educators flexibility in '
schools, and | think it plays a crit- how they meet the needs of their

students in exchange for strong

ical role in education. T_he goal accountability. In addition, char-
for me has never been in school ter school developers are to share
choice for its own end. The goal the best practices they learn from
is high-quality public schools for experimenting with additional flex-
every kid in every neighborhood to receive a great ibility with other public schools in

order to improve the entire public
school system for all students. Char-
ter schools can be viable options for
some parents and students, but as
with every school, parents need to
be able to make an informed choice
and have access to high-quality,
accountable schools.”®

education.”
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Senator Dianne Feinstein (D-CA):

“While Mrs. DeVos is also a proponent of school choice, | believe we
have very different philosophies on this issue. Personally, | can only
support schools when there is accountability. Schools should be accred-
ited, well managed with proper fiscal controls, and transparent in
regard to student performance for all of the students they serve.”

Senator Chris Murphy (D-CT):

“In my experience, the supporters of charter schools have tended to

be the loudest champions of accountability because for many charter
school proponents, they go hand in hand. Accountability gives you sort
of a clearer sense of the outcomes in public schools, which for charter
school advocates tends to be an advertisement for an alternative way
of education.”

Senator Maggie Hassan (D-NH):

“I come from a state with and have been a strong supporter of public
charter schools strategically deployed, accountable public char-

ter schools. They are a critical component to a strong public school
system.”

STATE LEADERS

After the 2018 mid-term elections, some observers made sweeping proclamations that
the “Blue Wave” in the U.S. House of Representatives was a repudiation of school reform
in general and public charter schools in particular. This could not be further from reality,
as evidenced by the resounding re-election of New York’s governor, Democrat Andrew
Cuomo. Cuomo has been one of the biggest charter school champions at the guberna-
torial level. Governor Cuomo also beat back a primary challenge in a race in which his
support of charter schools was a central issue. Similarly, former Democratic Congressman
Jared Polis who, like Cuomo, was challenged in the primaries for his education positions
in his successful 2018 run for Governor of Colorado is one the most vociferous and active
supporters of public charter schools, from either party, both in his time in Congress and
now as Governor of Colorado.

These are just two examples of politically courageous Democrats who were victorious
during this hyper-partisan time in our country, even while defending their pro-charter
position in Blue states with strong opposition from union leaders.
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In 2018, Democrats also led some of the most successful efforts to support students

served by high-quality charter schools:

* In Colorado, Governor John Hickenlooper and State Assembly Speaker Crisanta
Duran won the fight for charter school funding equity;

* In Connecticut, Senate Majority Leader Bob Duff reversed Republican attempts to

cut charter funding; and,

* In Washington, D.C., Mayor Muriel Bowser and the D.C. City Council passed the
largest charter funding increase in a decade.

In addition, Democratic charter
school supporters won highly
contested school-board races,
despite multi-million dollar attacks

by teachers’ unions, in Los Angeles

and Denver. And in New Jersey,
Senate Democratic President
Steve Sweeney won re-election
despite an odd alliance between
anti-charter school forces and
conservatives in support of his
opponent, an avowed Trump
supporter.

Our case here is, not all Demo-
crats are public charter school
champions. Far from it. Nor are
public charter schools the pana-
cea for systemically reforming
our public education system. Not
even close. The point here is that
there are a number of Democrats
who are among public charter
schools’ most vocal and impactful
advocates across the country and
across the political spectrum.
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More than 40 years after her coura-
geous defiance sparked the Montgom-
ery Bus Boycott, Rosa Parks’ petitioned
the Detroit Board of Education to open
the Raymond and Rosa Parks Academy
for Self Development, modeled after an
after-school program she established
to teach children “quiet strength” and
self-paced study. In a speech at the
NAACP’s national convention in 1997,
President Clinton said: “I am pleased
that Rosa Parks, who taught us a lot
about dignity and equality, is now
working to open a charter school in
Detroit. And | urge you to consider
doing so in your communities. If you
believe it will help, the Department of
Education will help you.”®
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Reading Days of Reading Days of
State Impact Learning State Impact Learning
Colorado 0.01** 7 Arizona -0.03** -22
District of Columbia 0.10** 72 Arkansas -0.03** -22
Georgia 0.02** 14 Florida -0.01** -7
lllinois 0.02** 14 Nevada -0.15** -108
Indiana 0.05** 36 New Mexico 0.00 0
Louisiana 0.07** 50 New York City 0.00 (0]
Massachusetts 0.05** 36 Ohio -0.02** -14
Michigan 0.06** 43 Oregon -.0.03** -22
Minnesota 0.02** 14 Pennsylvania -.0.04** -29
Missouri 0.02** 14 Texas -0.03** -22
New Jersey 0.06** 43 Utah -0.01 -7
New York 0.05** 36
North Carolina 0.03** 22 Math Days of
Rhode Island 012** 86 State Impact Learning
Tennessee 0.12** 86 Arizona -0.04™ -29

Arkansas -0.03** -22

Math Days of California -0.01** -7
State Impact Learning Colorado -0.01** -7
District of Columbia 0.14** 101 Georgia -0.02** 14
[llinois 0.03** 22 Minnesota -0.01 -7
Indiana 0.02** 14 Nevada -0.19** 137
Louisiana 0.09** 65 New Mexico -0.04** 29
Massachusetts 0.09** 65 North Carolina -0.01** 7
Michigan 0.06** 43 Ohio -0.06** 43
Missouri 0.03** 22 Oregon -0.07** .50
New Jersey 0.08™ |58 Pennsylvania -0.07**  |-50
New York O.1** 79 Texas -0.04** 29
New York City 0.13** 94 Utah -0.06** 43
Rhode Island 0.15** 108
Tennessee 0.10** 72
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