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Shuttering Bad Charter Schools
The charter school movement has expanded over the last 20 years largely on this promise: If exempted 

from some state regulations, charters could outperform traditional public schools because they have 

flexibility and can be more readily tailored to the needs of students. Another selling point is that these 

schools are supposed to be periodically reviewed when they renew their operating permits — and easily 

shut down if they fail. 

It has not worked out that way. Despite a growing number of studies showing that charter schools, 

financed with public money and operating in 40 states, are often worse than traditional schools, the state 

and local organizations that issue charters and oversee the schools are too hesitant to shut them down. 

That has to change if the movement is to maintain its credibility. 

A new study from the National Association of Charter School Authorizers, a nonprofit, pro-charter school 

organization, found that a smaller and smaller percentage of schools are being denied charter renewals. 

According to the study, charter authorizers who oversee many of the nation’s approximately 5,600 

charters have, in recent years, shut down fewer schools. Only 6.2 percent of those that came up for 

renewal in 2010-11 were shuttered, down from 8.8 percent in 2009-10 and 12.6 percent in 2008-9. 

A 2009 study from Stanford University’s Center for Research on Education Outcomes found that 37 

percent of charter schools performed worse on student test measures than their traditional counterparts. 

Given that data, closure rates should clearly be higher. Those rates vary widely across the country. The 

District of Columbia Public Charter School Board is one of the agencies that sets clear standards and shuts 

schools that fail to meet them, according to the study. It oversees 98 charter schools and has closed 14 

over the last three years. 

The study raises troubling questions about the management practices of the oversight groups. Nearly a 

third of charter authorizers have not established clear revocation criteria; fewer than half have the kinds of 

strong, independent review panels the association recommends; and about only half issue annual reports 

that show the schools how they are doing. 

State governments and local districts need to do a much better job overseeing these schools, which now 

educate more than two million students. When weak charters stay open, students are deprived and public 

money is wasted. 
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