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This is part two of my debate with myself over charter schools in Dayton. This is my argument against charters.

If charter schools are about free enterprise, markets and bringing business sense to the world of education, then I’ve got three words that the proponents should consider: return on investment.

Last year, Ohio spent $424 million on about 250 charter schools statewide. In Dayton alone, the cost was about $45 million on 33 charter schools. So what did we get for our money?

Statewide, 71 percent of charter schools were rated in “academic emergency,” the lowest rating category.

In Dayton, no charter schools were rated excellent or effective â€” the top two rating categories. Many Dayton charters, about 39 percent, got no rating for a variety of reasons, while another 40 percent were rated in academic emergency.

And this is part of a continuing pattern.

An annual analysis by the Dayton Daily News beginning in 1999 showed charters, collectively, have never outperformed the city’s public school system. And underperforming Dayton Public Schools is a challenge. During this time, the city school district fell to worst rated in the state â€” last out of 611 school districts!

Let’s look more closely at Dayton’s charter schools. There are 33 charter schools here. The district actually has fewer schools now â€”Â just 28. How do Dayton’s charters look? Well, there are a handful of very good ones. A few are very low performing. And most of them are in the middle with generally low end test performance compared the average Ohio school.

Funny, you know what that sounds like? It sounds a lot like the school district. The district also has a few very good schools, a few way down at the bottom and most in the middle, but comparatively low achieving.

So for $41 million what have we done in Dayton but simply spend a lot of money to replicate what we already had, with slightly worse test performance?

Part of the problem is that the education marketplace in Dayton, one of the few if not the only place in the country with enough competition to unleash true market forces, has not worked in the pure way proponents expected.

You see, schools are not mutual funds. If you pick a mutual fund, all you care about is performance. If it starts to lose money, you dump it. Schools are much more complicated. Once you pick one for your child, it’s awfully hard to switch. You arrange your life around the school’s schedule, your child makes friends. It’s more than a business relationship. It’s an emotional investment. And those ties are awfully tough to sever, even if the school’s performance is disappointing.

That’s why the market had not truly weeded out the poor performers. Only the catastrophic failures, like the Dayton Urban Academy which closed a couple years ago after a string of financial and management miscues, have been shuttered.

In the meantime, charters have had a negative effect on the school district. Every year since the advent of charter schools, the district has underestimated their cost, which leads has often led to a financial scramble at year’s end.

The uncertainty has created budgeting havoc and simply forced the diversion of much of the attention of district leaders away from the classroom as a matter of financial survival. Every year, there were schools to close and costs to cut. Three years after the first charter school opened, Dayton had slipped to last in the state’s rating system â€” worse even than Cleveland, the traditional testing doormat in Ohio. Three years later, Dayton still is at the bottom.

And unexpectedly, charters have also devastated private schools. The trend line is stark. Private schools were having a strong decade in the 1990s. Many hit 10-year enrollment peaks in 1999, just as charter were getting off the ground.

Five years later, private school enrollment was collapsing â€” better than three-quarters hit 10-year enrollment lows. I just pulled updated private school enrollment data last week â€”Â since 2003, 18 of 20 Dayton private schools saw enrollment drops. This is no coincidence.

Catholic schools are discussing widespread consolidations and closings. And last year, Dayton Christian Schools â€” one of the nation’s largest and most successful networks of private Christian schools â€” closed its two Dayton campuses and fled to the suburbs after more than 25 years here, mostly motivated by enrollment declines.

The city school district’s share of school age children in Dayton has dropped some, from just over 60 percent to 57 percent, in six years. But the private schools have taken an even bigger hit â€” down from 24 percent to 19 percent. Charter schools are now the second choice for Dayton families after the school district.

With the trends showing no sign of relenting â€” charter growth in combination with private school decline, I am forced to wonder if in the end the city will largely replace its private school options with charter options instead.

Doesn’t that seem like a bad idea? Catholic schools have been producing well-trained students in Dayton for 100 years. Dayton Christian also established a solid reputation over more than 25 years. Are we trading in that known quantity for the unknown? Charters have much shorter and much less distinguished track records.

To sum up the opposition position, charters:

—Are expensive

—Score poorly overall

—Are not weeding out bad schools as expected

—Negatively affect school district test performance

—Harm private schools

The bottom line is after millions of dollars spent, there is little evidence the charter experience has in any way raised the quality of education in this city overall.

