

Charters can lead the way
National Journal – Expert Blog – Education
Deborah A. Gist
July 1, 2011

As I travel around Rhode Island to meet with educators, parents, students, and community members, people often ask me why I am such a big supporter of charter public schools. The answer is: I’m not. I am a big supporter of high-quality schools that advance student achievement – including charter public schools, magnet schools, virtual learning environments, innovative schools and programs, and traditional public schools that support teachers and focus on student success. I am a believer in the power of schools that have and provide space that allow innovation to occur. 

As in many states, Rhode Island charter public schools, by statute, “are intended to be vanguards, laboratories, and an expression of the ongoing and vital state interest in the improvement of education.” (R.I.G.L. 16-77-3.1[b]) Many of our charters fulfill this mission, through a unique educational program (such as a focus on environmental literacy or on instruction through the performing arts) or through innovative instructional models, such as a longer school year, a longer school day, or intense, cross-disciplinary professional development. 

When I arrived at the Rhode Island Department of Education, our role regarding charters was essentially to process applications. Over the past two years, we have redesigned the performance-review process for charters. We now see our role as ensuring that all of our charter schools, present and future, are excellent and lead to high achievement. To gather information and feedback, we have held a series of community forums, meetings with our charter-school leaders, and discussions with nationally recognized charter-school operators. We offer data, guidance, and technical support to each of our charters during the planning process and through their years of operation. Our Board of Regents has adopted new performance-based measures for charter review and renewal – to ensure that our charter public schools maintain high standards of instruction and meet their goals for student achievement.

I am confident that our charter public schools are committed to educational excellence, innovation, and student success. Setting the bar high for accountability for our charters will help ensure that our students achieve at the highest level. As Commissioner, I will continue to advocate for high-quality charter public schools, and we will be vigilant in ensuring that our charter public schools advance learning for all students and close achievement gaps. 

We have 15 charter public schools in Rhode Island, with several applications pending. We are fortunate to be recipients of a federal Charter School Program grant, through which we plan to add another 15 charter schools. Even with these additions, however, our charter-school enrollments would make up no more than about 5 percent of our student population. 

Charters represent an exciting and promising alternative for many families. As in other states, we have several thousand families on waiting lists for enrollment in a charter public school. I do not, however, foresee a day when charters will altogether replace our traditional public schools, nor is that their purpose.

I strongly believe that our charter public schools must be models for excellence, not islands of excellence. We want all of our schools to learn from other successful public schools, including charters – a process that we as education leaders must nurture and encourage. Our charters must be examples of excellence that others will emulate in profound ways – not just by adopting a successful instructional practice or revising a curriculum, but through transforming the whole process of instructional management and school governance.

I am pleased that one of our struggling school districts, Central Falls, is joining with five charter public schools in the area to apply for a school-improvement grant to advance learning for all students in the district, regardless of which school they happen to attend.

During my visits to schools and communities, I sometimes hear teachers and parents lament that charter schools have an advantage: They can schedule more hours of instruction, more common-planning time for teachers, more summer learning, more innovative programs. Why can’t we do that?, they ask – to which I say: What’s stopping you? 

Nothing in our state laws or regulations prevents traditional public schools from emulating the practices of successful charter schools. All it takes is the will to change and the courage and commitment to making change happen. I am confident that charter public schools can play a vital role in transforming education for all students in our state. 



