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Like the swallows to Capistrano, opponents returned to the State House this month to portray the evils of charter schools. Unfortunately for them, the hearing came just after 2011 MCAS results showed that charter public schools again dramatically outperformed their district counterparts.

Compared to the school districts they come from, between 11 and 13 percent more charter students scored proficient or advanced on English, math and science MCAS tests. Fifteen charter schools, including four in Boston, ranked first in the entire state on one or more tests.

The differences are especially stark among poorer students. Low-income charter school students outscored their district counterparts by more than 15 points on all three tests. With MCAS graded on a 200 to 280 scale, that 15-point difference is significant.

Still, the Massachusetts Association of School Committees (MASC), which purports to represent school committees across the state, continues to organize opposition to the charter schools that are serving students so well.

The MASC still blames the gulf between charter and district school performance on the way charters are funded. But the news there is just as bad for charter opponents as the academic performance data is.

The idea is for public dollars to follow the student when she or he transfers from a district to a public charter school. But Massachusetts district schools spend much more than charters on a per-student basis.

In fiscal 2008, district schools spent more than $13,500 per student, but public charters received less than $10,000 for each student who transferred. District schools benefit from revenue sources like grants, revolving funds and school lunches that aren’t passed on to charters.

Funding for buildings is another significant difference. In fiscal 2009, public charters received $893 per student from the state for facilities. District schools spent an average of $1,420 per student, costs that are borne by municipalities and the Massachusetts School Building Authority.

In addition, school districts are reimbursed for students who transfer to a public charter school. That’s right; districts get paid for students they no longer teach. Last year, as part of a deal to increase the number of urban charters, the Legislature doubled from three to six years the period during which districts are fully or partially reimbursed.

Districts claim the reimbursements don’t cover fixed costs. But why doesn’t MASC argue that districts don’t need more money when enrollment goes up?

At the recent hearing, MASC pushed for a requirement that public charter schools gain approval from local voters or school committees. One sponsor of the legislation, Rep. Frank Smizik (D-Brookline) said “Charter schools are run independently from the public school system and are not accountable to the public school system in which they reside.”

Memo to Smizik, whose wife lobbies for the Massachusetts Teachers Association: Charters are public schools and are far more accountable than district schools. Every five years, charters risk being closed if they can’t show gains in student achievement.

No district school faces that level of accountability.

Arguments against charter schools never change. When the schools started in the 1990s, MASC-style arguments could be taken seriously. Two decades of empirical data later, intelligent school committee members across Massachusetts deserve better representation.
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