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Committee rejects charter schools 8-to-5

The Education Committee Wednesday voted 8-to-5 against a proposal that would allow charter schools in Maine – a bill opposed by the Maine School Boards Association and Maine School Superintendents Association because the specialized schools would take money away from the public school system without being required to operate under the same rules.
The bill calls for state and local school aid to follow the child. It says a charter school could enroll up to 10 percent of a school administrative unit’s students per grade level. At the same time, it says only 50 percent of the teachers in a charter school have to be certified.
“I think this has the potential for closing local schools,” said Sen. Elizabeth Schneider, D-Penobscot, who voted against the bill. “I see this as having a negative impact on the rural districts, especially at a time when resources are really stretched.”

Rep. Ed Finch, D-Fairfield, said he could envision a charter school with a statewide draw pulling in students from all over.
“This allows people from outside of the local unit to bring in kids from other districts,” Finch said, leaving the sending school without enough funding to operate effectively.
Sen. Justin Alfond, D-Cumberland, said earlier in the week that a charter school could deplete resources even in urban areas like Portland, where there already are a number of alternatives for parents and students to choose from.

“I just think there has to be a little dose of reality. School funding is going the wrong way,” he said, and even with the promise of federal funding to help charter schools get started, that money eventually goes away.

Rep. Alan Casavant, D-Biddeford, a high school teacher, supported the bill, saying it would provide an option for kids “falling through the cracks.”

 “Is the current system, the status quo, working? I would say it’s probably not,” he said.

Sen. Carol Weston, R-Waldo, a long-time proponent of charter schools, said it was not up to the committee to try and control enrollment in existing public schools.

“Our primary responsibility is for the education of children in Maine,” she said, adding that 40 other states allow charter schools as an option.
“We should be adding one more tool for parents,” Weston said.

The bill will now go to the full Legislature for debate.
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