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June 17, 2009 
 
 
 
 
Dear Education Reformer: 
 
This is the fifth in a series of issue briefs in which Democrats for Education Reform 
will present innovative ideas for Education Secretary Arne Duncan’s $5 billion “Race 
to the Top” initiative.  (For more on the Race to the Top issues brief series go to 
www.dfer.org.) 
 
The Race to the Top fund represents a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to take steps at 
the federal level to help bring bold, inventive, and effective reform models to scale 
across the nation.  
 
We’ve never seen anything like Race to the Top in our lifetimes, whether it is judged 
by the size of the financial commitment or the sheer amount of ambition that comes 
with it.  Nor are we likely ever to see another such chance to implement meaningful 
reforms at this scale. Indeed, the stakes are incredibly high. It is absolutely critical 
that we get this right. 
 
The higher we set the bar on the Race to the Top, the more likely we are to enable 
those with proven approaches to expand their efforts, and in turn set the right 
example to which we expect other states to strive. This series will put forth some of 
the key components essential to a Race to the Top initiative that would truly live up 
to its title. 
 
We look forward to continuing to work with our elected officials and advocates at all 
levels of government to advance these goals over the coming months. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Joe Williams     Charles Barone 
Executive Director    Director of Federal Policy 
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Growing Innovative Charter Schools 
 
Charter schools have been the cutting edge of creative and bold education reforms, 

particularly in high-poverty, high-minority communities where previous efforts at reform 

have failed.   

 

In the best charter schools, there has been community buy-in and investment from day 

one. Parents have been empowered to overcome the ñtake it or leave itò approach to 

neighborhood schools. Achievement levels and graduation rates have soared. 

 

Race to the Top must expand access for students to 

quality charter schools. No state with substantial numbers 

of students from low-performing schools who are on 

charter school waiting lists should be allowed to receive 

Race to the Top funding unless they have active policies 

in place to redress the situation. 

 

At least three key obstacles stand in the way of more 

students accessing the opportunities that successful 

charter school approaches offer.  

 

One is that because of political pressure from the 

education establishment, many states have placed 

arbitrary caps ï real or de-facto - on the number of charter 

schools that can open or expand. Twenty-five states 

restrict the growth of charter schools in some fashion.
i
 

 

Second, is the fact the public charter schools typically are 

not given state categorical or school facilities funding 

equal to that of non-charters. On average, charters receive 

22 percent less funding than other public schools.
ii
 

 

Third , is that in some instances, charter school advocates 

have resisted efforts to implement robust accountability 

for charters or to improve or restructure low-performing 

charter schools. This, in turn, has provided legitimate 

political fodder for those who oppose charter school 

expansion. 

 

Here are our proposals for Race to the Top that can break the logjams in each of these 

three areas on the expansion of successful charters.  

 

State Caps 

  

É As a condition for receiving Race to the Top funds, a state must eliminate caps on the 

number of charter schools, or approve mechanisms which allow for the continued growth 

No state with 

substantial numbers 

of students from 

low-performing 

schools who are on 

charter school 

waiting lists should 

be allowed to 

receive Race to the 

Top funding unless 

they have active 

policies in place to 

redress the 

situation. 
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of successful public schools..  

 

É One way to both circumvent caps and raise quality would be to reward states that 

institute a ósmart capô mechanism so that proven successes can become super-charters 

capable of replication without taking up new charter school slots under a statutory cap.   

 

É Race to the Top states should have multiple charter school authorizers, so that no one 

entity can bottleneck the charter school approval process. 

 

É Race to the Top recipients should not include those states that allow districts to bar 

charters from accessing vacant or under-used public school facilities. 

 

Equitable Funding 

 
ÉRace to the Top states must provide school construction and facilities funding to 

charters and non-charters on an equal basis. States that use fiscal stabilization funds for 

school modernization, maintenance, or repair must allocate an equitable share of funds to 

charter schools. 
 
ÉRace to the Top states must require that Local Education Agencyôs that have passed 

bonds or used fiscal stabilization funds for school modernization, maintenance, or repair 

have allocated an equitable share of funds to charter schools for facilities. 

 

ÉPriority should be given to states in which, if the equitable share of facilities funding 

for individual charter schools is too small to be useful within an LEA, a local or statewide 

pot has been established that only charters can apply for on a discretionary basis or 

through which funds are re-distributed through the state's existing charter school facilities 

funding mechanism. 

 

Overcoming Political Impasses 

 

There are several ñfair tradesò that we think can be made between charter school 

proponents and charter school skeptics that will expand public charters while at the same 

time promoting policies that benefit all schools in the state.
iii

 

 

These ideas will only work in a ñRace to the Topò in the context of a package that 

includes elimination of real or de-facto caps and the provision of equitable funding; they 

are advanced here as ideas for ways to ñsweeten the potò and increase the odds of 

overcoming the political impasses in many states that impede the expansion of successful 

charters. 

 

É Non-charter schools that provide space for expanding charters may include the charter 

schoolôs tests scores in their calculations of adequate yearly progress to meet state 

accountability objectives for annual growth.  

 

The charter gets the space to serve more students, and the public school host gets the 
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achievement credit as a matter of policy. 

 

É School districts that get ñtransitional aidò to hold them harmless from potential 

reductions in funding due to a reduction in students must allocate unused space to charter 

school students.  

 

If states are expected to subsidize districts for students they no longer educate, it is not 

unreasonable to expect that such districts be accommodating of new providers of public 

education. 

 

É States and districts should implement ñweighted student fundingò formulas based on 

student needs such as disability, poverty, or limited English proficiency.  

 

This funding should, in turn, be portable when students transfer from non-charter to 

charter public schools within and between districts. 

 

É Race to the Top states should only include those that have made concerted efforts, 

measured by demonstrated student results, to affect dramatic changes in restructuring 

schools at the final stage of school improvement; e.g., closing such schools and 

converting them to public charters. A 2007 GAO report ivfound that 40% of schools that 

were supposed to be ñrestructuringò had not implemented fundamental reforms such as 

reconstitution of the principal and teachers or closing and opening the school under new 

management.  

 

At the same time, charters in such states must agree to be held to the same standard, and 

stand down from opposing efforts to revoke the charters of low-performing charter 

schools. Neutrality as to the managing organizationôs status as a for-profit or non-profit 

provider should be part of any such bargain. 

 

 

 
                                                        
i
 See this chart compiled by the Education Sector (2007): 

http://www.educationsector.org/supplementary/supplementary_show.htm?doc_id=532974 

 
ii
 Finn, Hassel, Speakman, et al., Charter School Funding: Inequityôs Next Frontier 

(Washington, DC: Thomas B. Fordham Foundation, 2005). 
 
iii

 These ideas are based on those advanced by Rotherham (2008) in: ñFair Trade: Five 

deals to Expand and Improve Charter Schoolingò available at: 

http://www.educationsector.org/usr_doc/I@W_Five_Charter_Deals.pdf 

 
iv
 http://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-03-6  

 

http://www.educationsector.org/supplementary/supplementary_show.htm?doc_id=532974
http://www.educationsector.org/usr_doc/I@W_Five_Charter_Deals.pdf

