Parents Guide to Charter Schools

What Are Charter Schools?

Charter schools are public schools that operate independently from local school districts.  Charter schools are governed by a board of trustees.  The board of trustees receives a charter directly from the state Board of Education to operate a public school, after going through a rigorous application process.  
Each charter school determines what grade levels it will serve and what particular programs it will offer, and those decisions are contained in its charter.  They are accountable for student results and designed to deliver programs tailored to meet the needs of the communities they serve and the demands of parents for quality educational options for their children.
The Board of Education must decide every five years whether to renew the school's charter.  In addition, the Board may revoke a charter before the end of the five years if the school fails to meet certain requirements of its charter.  If your child is attending a charter school and the school's charter is revoked or not renewed, your child will need to transfer back to his or her home district or select another option for enrolling outside of the home district.
Why Charter Schools?
Since they are schools of choice that are highly responsive to the needs of students and communities, charter schools are extremely appealing to families from all backgrounds, particularly those dissatisfied with their neighborhood public school.  In fact, throughout their 15 year history, charter schools have stood at the center of our nation's growing effort to reform and improve public education and provide greater educational options to all families, especially low-income and minority families who have been underserved by the traditional system.

“Charter schools are also helping to close the achievement gap.  A recent DOE study found that black and Hispanic students in charter schools performed significantly better than their district counterparts on the Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment System test.” (Globe editorial, 9/27/07)
According to a study conducted by the National Center for the Improvement of Educational Assessment, Inc., “[n]early 90 percent of the state's charter schools performed the same or better on MCAS than schools in their comparison sending districts between 2001 and 2005, with just 10 percent doing worse.”  Former Education Commissioner David P. Driscoll said of the study “[t]oo often the question of whether or not charter schools are successful becomes a politically-charged debate.  We chose to have this analysis done to put an end to that debate once and for all.” 
Who can attend Charter Schools?

Charters schools, like all public schools, are free.  There is no charge to attend a charter school.  
Also, there are no academic requirements for admission.  As public schools, charter schools cannot discriminate in admissions on the basis of special need or English language proficiency.  Once admitted, students who are special needs or English language learners must be appropriately identified, assessed, and served in accordance with federal and state requirements. 
How Can My Child Apply?

Most charter schools are "Commonwealth" charter schools, and any student in the state can apply for admission.  If more students apply to a charter school than there is space available, the charter school will hold a lottery to determine which students will be admitted.  Enrollment preference is given to siblings of students who currently attend the school and to students living in the city or town where the charter school is located. 
Some Commonwealth charter schools are designated as regional schools and serve several cities or towns.  For regional charter schools, students living in any one of the cities or towns in the region receive enrollment preference.
A few charter schools are designated as Horace Mann charter schools.  These schools, although still independent, have closer ties to the local school district.  Enrollment in Horace Mann charter schools is limited to students in the district.
What Is Expected of Parents?

Most charter schools believe their success depends on parents' active participation in both the school's activities and their children's education.  They may want parents to help organize events, attend meetings, participate in governing the school, or check homework.  In return for their buy-in and participation, parents find that charter schools are very responsive to their needs or the needs of their children.
Is Transportation Provided?

Generally, transportation is provided to charter school students only if they live in the school district in which the charter school is located.  If your child lives in a school district outside of the one in which the charter school is located, you are responsible for getting your child to and from the charter school.
How Can I Learn More?
For information about a particular charter school, or to apply for admission, contact the school directly.  Most schools conduct their enrollment lotteries during January or February, so early applications are advised.  Contact information for Massachusetts charter schools can be found on this web site or on the Department of Education web site.
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