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I have serious concerns about the two bills before Council and urge the Council to vote “no” to both of them.  Both of these bills provide the Chancellor of DCPS with chartering authority, which will only create greater instability in the public school system, while not addressing any of the administrative issues plaguing DCPS schools, currently within the Chancellor’s authority to address.
In their proposed legislation, Mayor Gray and Chancellor Henderson clearly articulate the elements and environment they believe are essential to creating a successful school, but claim that they can be best achieved through chartering authority.  It is inexplicable to me why they would push for these advantages for charter schools, while proactively and unnecessarily eliminating them from the traditional public school system, which they did through this year’s budget process.   The elements for success that Chancellor Henderson so clearly articulates include:
· Consistency – Consistent budgets, policies and expectations that allow administrators and teachers to effectively plan from year to  year
· Flexibility – Flexibility in how they spend their budgets, in creating innovative programs to meet the unique needs of their students, in hiring and staffing structures, and in how to achieve their benchmarks

· Decision-making authority -- The authority to run their schools, manage their staff and take innovative approaches to solve difficult problems.

While Mayor Gray and the Chancellor are looking to hand total freedom over to private companies to run schools, they are simultaneously, proactively eliminating all consistency, flexibility and decision-making authority for DCPS Principals and teachers.  It is currently within the administration’s legal authority to offer substantially more consistency, flexibility and decision-making authority to principals and teachers, but apparently, the administration does not trust its own staff with the same freedom’s that it plans to offer private companies.  If these elements are so important for the successful functioning of a school that a private company won’t sign on to run the school without them in place, then why do we assume that principals of our traditional public schools will be able to be successful without them.  All of those things can be offered to principals under the current laws if Chancellor Henderson and Mayor Gray chose to offer them.

DCPS has great examples of successful schools within it’s own system, but instead of trying to further support and replicate these schools this Spring DCPS slashed their budgets and successful programs and eliminated the little flexibility and authority they had in the past to meet the needs of their students.  Schools like Stuart Hobson and Hardy Middle Schools, which are doing well, but struggling to move from good to great, had their budgets and staffing slashed and highly valued programs eliminated. Schools like Maury Elementary, which had developed a hugely successful science program that students, parents and teachers all loved, had their science teacher eliminated, and the Principal was forced to eliminate other staff positions in order to reinstate the science program.  Schools like Watkins Elementary, which has some of the highest test scores in the city and one of the most diverse school populations, also had its budget slashed, losing 4 staff positions and its modernization pushed off yet another year.
During this year’s budget cycle, the city administration all but eliminated school’s flexible spending authority and moved all budgets into required staff positions, forcing schools with unique well-loved programs to replace them with mandated positions.  The turmoil created at each affected school as a result of these changes took a tremendous toll on principals, teachers and parents who wasted months of effort trying to piece together how to maintain a consistent and high quality learning environment despite being under attack from DCPS.  

Why would Chancellor Henderson fight for chartering authority when she can’t even offer the principals that she has hired authority to run their own schools?  Bringing in outside charter operators has not proven successful in the past.  Schools like Dunbar and Coolidge High Schools and Stanton Elementary School were passed off to charter operators who not only failed to improve the schools, but contributed to their further decline.
The larger question is If Charter Schools can already be established through the Public Charter School Board (PCSB), then what benefit is it to students in the District for the Chancellor to also be able to establish charters?  The Chancellor rightly points out that PCSB’s focus is on authorizing high quality charter schools, not on strategically establishing a portfolio of schools that meet the needs of all students in the District.  As a result, there is currently no comprehensive planning between DCPS and the PCSB for the education of the students of the District of Columbia.  The PCSB approves schools that charter school operators want to manage, not schools our city has determined are needed.  There is no planning between the PDSB and DCPS to identify critical gaps in services or to understand the impact new charter schools will have on existing schools.  There is also no unified enrollment system and the current dual enrollment system creates unpredictable enrollment patterns that are impossible for principals to successfully plan around.
This environment of “competition” between charter and neighborhood schools uses the children of DC as the guinea pigs for this educational experiment.  More competition and experimentation is not what DC need.  We have the models for success, we just need to use the flexibility and resources that exist to invest in replicating those models.  We also need to use OSSE to lead strategic coordination and planning between DCPS and PCSB so that the two systems are working collaboratively for the overall success of our students, rather than competitively.
What we need is for 

1. Amend the School Reform Act of 1995 to require strategic planning between DCPS and PCSB focused on “strategically establishing a portfolio of schools that meet the needs of all students in the District.” 

2. Support successful schools within DCPS and look to replicate their programs in other schools

3. Offer DCPS principals and teachers some of the same consistency, flexibility and decision-making authority essential for private charter operators, with the same benchmarks for success, already allowed within DCPS’ legal authority.  At a minimum, Council should be crystal clear on exactly what authority the Chancellor does not currently have to offer these benefits to traditional schools, such as the ability to hire non-unionized teachers, and be clear about whether giving the Chancellor that authority is in the best interest of students.
4. Bring greater budget consistency to traditional DCPS schools by supporting Catania’s proposal to not allow school budgets to change more than 5% from year to year.  Provide additional resources to schools serving students from low-income families by having a graduated per pupil funding allocation based on income.
