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Senate Education Committee 
 
In 1954, in its historic Brown v. Board of Education decision, the Supreme Court mandated that  
 
all children should have equal education opportunities regardless of race, creed, or color.  Yet  
 
today, over 50 years later, we have not reached this goal.  
 

Good morning.  My name is Otto Banks and I am the Executive Director of the REACH 

Foundation and Alliance.  Chairman Piccola, Chairman Dinniman, and members of the Senate 

Education Committee, thank you for the opportunity to present testimony before you today.  

Also, I would like to extend a special thank you to Sen. Williams for his leadership on Senate 

Bill 1405.  I would also like to thank Senator Piccola, my home senator, for his continued 

leadership in the fight for school reform in Pennsylvania.  Senator, you have been a leader on 

important education issues such as the Educational Improvement Tax Credit, Charter Schools 

and measures to improve school safety.  We look forward to working with you to ensure that 

parents have a true choice in their children’s education. 

 

The REACH Foundation and Alliance was founded in 1991 to coordinate the efforts to pass 

school choice legislation in Pennsylvania.  REACH was instrumental in drafting and passing 

Pennsylvania’s landmark Educational Improvement Tax Credit Program, as well as its 

subsequent expansions. We are dedicated to the growth of educational options available to 



families in the Commonwealth so that each child is able to attend the school that best fits his/ her 

needs. 

 

Regardless of their social or economic status, parents know their children best, care the most and 

are most impacted by their children's success or failure.  

 

You will hear various opinions today regarding the details with which Pennsylvania should move 

forward when crafting school choice legislation.   My role as Executive Director of REACH is to 

discuss with you the need for expanding school choice options and the urgency of taking action 

on this issue.  I am here today to express REACH’s belief that educational inequity is a major 

problem in Pennsylvania and school choice is a valuable tool that can help solve this problem.  

We believe the General Assembly should act in an urgent manner to expand school choice 

options and provide equal education opportunities to all Pennsylvania children. 

 

Currently, Pennsylvania’s Educational Improvement Tax Credit (EITC) Program is the state’s 

primary school choice initiative.  EITC is an educational program that helps kids get the chance 

to attend the right school and provides enhanced opportunities for kids in public schools.   

 

Since the program’s inception in 2001, more than 3,600 companies have pledged nearly $490 

million to EITC organizations.  Tens of thousands of schoolchildren and their families have 

received scholarships made possible by the EITC.  In 2008, the program was cut by $15 million 

in order to reach a budget compromise and, as a result, approximately 6,000 scholarships were 



lost throughout the state.  This year, the EITC was slated for another $10 million cut, which 

would have been devastating to the schoolchildren in our state.   

Thanks to the efforts of you and your colleagues in the Legislature, a cut was avoided this year – 

a gigantic victory in a very difficult budget year.   

 

Retaining EITC funding is a positive for the public school system, as well.  EITC funds allow 

public schools to offer innovative educational programs that would not be available otherwise.  

Also, if private school families lose scholarships and re-enroll their children in public schools, a 

greater strain is put on the public school system – resulting in the need for more public school 

funds. Studies have shown that each EITC scholarship saves the state over $12,000 in public 

education costs. The EITC has been called the best educational initiative passed in Pennsylvania 

in the last 15 years.   

 

School choice is also evident in Pennsylvania’s charter schools.  Charter schools tend to be 

smaller than other public schools and provide unique and varied curriculums and programs.  

Charters often emphasize particular fields of study, such as science, creative arts, technology, or 

languages.  Some charters serve students with special needs, such as special education, gifted 

students, at-risk students or students pursuing a particular trade.  They are uniquely able to 

respond to the specific needs of a community and a population of students.  Thus, charter schools 

provide a broader range of choice to parents and their children.  

 

However, more strides can and should be made towards a stronger school choice environment in 

Pennsylvania.  Our gubernatorial candidates have both recently gone on record in support of 



school vouchers.  REACH believes that the time is right to expand school choice in 

Pennsylvania.  

 

The educational inequity problem that currently exists nationally and in Pennsylvania is an issue 

of social justice.  As Senator Dinniman often says, ensuring that all children have access to a 

quality education has become the modern day civil rights movement.  The quality of a child’s 

education plays a large role in determining their life path.  What type of choices they make; what 

type of profession they choose; their income level; these are all very important factors that are 

heavily influenced by a child’s education.  A zip-code should not determine the quality of a 

child’s education, but it does today in Pennsylvania.  The expansion of school choice options can 

help solve this problem. 

 

According to the Friedman Foundation for Educational Choice, three states have passed “failing 

schools” voucher programs since 1999- Florida, Louisiana and Ohio.  Of those states, empirical 

studies conducted in both Florida and Ohio have shown that “public schools responded to the 

threat of vouchers…and one [study]found that the removal of the voucher threat significantly 

reduced the pace of improvements in Florida public schools.”   Vouchers empower families, who 

live in communities where access to quality public education is limited and, as other states have 

seen, will result in an overall improvement of Pennsylvania’s educational system.  

 

Today you will hear from a variety of individuals and groups that have differing opinions on the 

issue of school choice.  Some will likely tell you that school choice options provide little value 

and don’t do much to help children from low income families.  Others will likely tell you that 



school choice options help close the achievement gap and provide a life-boat for children trapped 

in struggling school districts.  I urge you to listen to both sides carefully when forming your 

opinion on this issue. 

 

REACH believes that now is the time to expand school choice in Pennsylvania.  The educational 

inequity problem must be dealt with in an urgent manner.  The student achievement gap must be 

closed.  The success of our children is the only acceptable option.  

 

School choice is the only Choice we have!   





     My name is Christine Ross, and I am from Canonsburg, PA. I am married, and I 
have three children, ages 13, 11, and 6. Our oldest daughter, Emily, was born 3 
months prematurely, and she was very sick for several months after her birth. In 
her preschool years, she was a very quiet and timid child. Because of this, 
we looked for a school where the teachers would be able to give her more 
individual attention. We were very concerned that she would fall through the 
cracks in a large public school. 
  
     We asked around and soon found Central Christian Academy. It was only ten 
minutes from our home, and it was a Christian school. We were thrilled to find a 
smaller school that would both support and strengthen the Christian foundation that 
we were trying to provide at home. I was not brought up in a Christian family. My 
husband and I only began going to church after we were married, so we felt 
somewhat inadequate to be our children's only spiritual leaders and teachers. What 
a delight to find a school that could help us with this important job! Our journey at 
Central Christian began in 2001, and we have enjoyed every year since then. 
  
     Our oldest daughter's transformation from preschool to 8th grade has 
been amazing. This once timid child is now a confident, well adjusted teenager 
who plays volleyball and basketball, performs in plays and talent shows, 
and actually enjoys standing up in front of the class to do oral presentations or lead 
worship in weekly chapel services. I give so much credit to the teachers (who 
could get paid much more in a public school) who have sacrificed financially to 
teach in a small Christian school. Over the years, they have each taken the time 
to teach, nurture, counsel, pray for, and lead each of our three children. As a result, 
our children have a solid foundation in their Christian beliefs. I fully expect them 
to take what they have learned throughout these school years with them into their 
adulthood. They have been taught to be world changers.  
  
     In addition to providing a solid moral foundation, their Christian school 
experience has prepared them academically for high school and beyond. Our 
kids have consistently tested above grade level, and they are continually 
challenged in all academic areas. They have also had full access to sports, band, 
and the performing arts. My husband is employed as an after-school math tutor, 
and he has been quite impressed by the curriculum and the academic progress of 
the students from Central Christian Academy. Many graduates have testified that 
they were more than prepared for the challenges of high school after their years at 
Central Christian. 
  



     When we considered private education 10 years ago, we knew that there was 
going to be a long-term cost involved. Even though I have a PhD degree in Life-
Span Developmental Psychology, I made the decision to stay home and raise my 
kids rather than having a full time paid career. Each year, we have had to carefully 
decide whether we could pay tuition with only one income. I am so thankful that I 
made the choice to stay home, and I would do it all again. However, it certainly has 
not been an easy road financially. 
  
     After his job at US Steel was downsized, my husband, Steve, opened a small 
math tutoring business in 2004. Anyone who has operated a small business can tell 
you that it takes years to build up, and you often don't get the financial payback for 
the many hours you invest. Even though we are extremely conservative with our 
money, we have had to rely on family, credit cards, and scholarships to keep from 
pulling our kids out of their school. It seems like we are always on the brink of a 
car breaking down or a major house or appliance repair that will drive us further 
into debt. We have gotten help from EITC scholarships throughout the years, 
which has somewhat lessened the load of tuition. Frankly, without scholarships, we 
absolutely could not afford to send our children to private school. In fact, we are 
anxiously awaiting the letter from Penn Gift about our scholarship for this school 
year. It is a necessity for our family. 
  
     I feel that I speak for so many other parents who agonize each year over the 
decision to make this same financial sacrifice. There are so many things competing 
for our money, and tuition is the major reason why so many opt not to choose 
private, Christian education. The reality of private schools is that tuition only 
covers a fraction of the cost of educating the children. Parents are still paying 
technology fees, book fees, sports fees, field trip costs, yearbook fees, and the list 
goes on. I have heard many parents say, "we just can't afford it," or, “why should 
we pay tuition when we already pay so much for school taxes.” After the economic 
downturn over the last few years, our school's enrollment has dropped considerably 
for that reason. It breaks my heart because I know how much our entire family 
(immediate and extended) has been impacted by our small Christian school.  
  
Being able to choose where to send our children to school would be a tremendous 
help to middle class families like us. It would take the financial pressure off 
significantly and open up school options that might better suit families with 
various educational needs. In our case, since we have already spent so much on 
elementary and middle school education, we have no idea how we are going to 
afford college for our three kids. If families were able to choose in these early 
years, they would certainly have more ability to send their kids to college without 



getting as far into debt. I feel strongly that middle income families should have 
more access to private education for their children. I know that our lives have been 
forever changed by our experience at Central Christian Academy. School choice 
would help ensure that the legacy of our school and other private schools would 
continue to the next generation of students. Thank you for this opportunity to share 
our story. 
  
 



Mr. Chairman and members of the Senate Education committee, good morning.  
 
My name is Robert Enlow and I am the President and CEO of the Foundation for 
Educational Choice, the legacy foundation of Milton Friedman.  
 
By way of background, Milton Friedman was the 1976 Nobel Prize winner in 
Economics, the 1988 Presidential Medal of Freedom winner and a National Medal of 
Science recipient. He was an international best-selling author, advisor to Presidents and 
foreign leaders, father of the famous Chicago School of Monetary Economics, and 
probably the most influential economist of the 20 century.  
 
In his later years, Dr. Friedman and his wife Rose D. Friedman dedicated their lives to 
their belief that the only way to “bring true learning back into the classroom, especially 
for the most disadvantaged, is to give all parents greater control over their children’s 
schooling.” 
 
In 1996, the Friedmans established a national Foundation dedicated to that purpose and 
to educating the public on the effects of and need for greater parental freedom in 
education.  
 
As the nation’s oldest school choice organization, we have a unique perspective on this 
issue and I have been asked to share with you the national perspective of what we have 
learned about school choice in the last 16 years.  
 
The first thing we have learned in 16 years is that private school choice and charter 
schools are on the upswing in America.   
 
In 1996, when we started, there were only 5 private school choice programs in 
operation. Today, there are 26 programs that operate in 14 states and DC. This is an 
average of more than one new program enacted per year.  
 
In 1996, fewer than 8,000 children participated in the private school choice programs, 
none of which had been studied academically and none of which had yet faced a legal 
challenge before the U.S. Supreme Court. Today, over 180,000 children use vouchers or 
tax credit scholarships and over 500,000 families claim tax credits or deductions for 
approved educational expenses 
 
In 1996, there were fewer than 500 charter schools. Today there are almost 5,000 
charter schools in 39 states serving 1.5 million children. Also, virtual schooling was 
unknown and now it is the fastest growing sector of the educational choice landscape.  



The second thing we have learned is that private school choice comes in all 
different shapes and sizes.  
 
Unlike traditional schooling, there is a wide diversity in the types of programs. 
 
Of the 26 school choice programs in America 

• Four are personal tax credit or deduction programs that allow families to offset 
the cost of approved educational expenses, including tuition at private schools. 

• Nine are tax credit scholarship programs like the Pennsylvania EITC program, 
and  

• 13 are direct subsidy voucher programs, either for children who attend failing 
schools, children who come from low-income families, children with special 
needs or children who live in public school districts that don’t operate schools.  

 
The third thing we have learned is that the vast majority of the empirical research 
shows that school choice works, something which is particularly true when all the 
data is considered as a whole. 
 
Since 1996 there has been significant research into the effectiveness of school and we 
now have a very clear knowledge of whether parents are satisfied and involved with 
their child’s school as a result of school choice, a solid knowledge of whether students 
do better in school and whether they attend schools that teach civic values and good 
information on whether public schools are helped or harmed by school choice.  
 
Parental Satisfaction and Involvement  
The data on parental satisfaction and involvement is one of the most settled research 
questions about school choice. According to researchers from Harvard, Princeton, 
University of Indiana and University of Wisconsin, parents who use vouchers are more 
satisfied with their child’s school, whether it is public or private, and they get more 
involved in their child’s education. No serious researcher disputes these findings.  
 
Civic Effects 
Another largely settled question is the impact of school vouchers on civic and 
democratic values. 
 
According to Harvard University’s Civil Rights Project, public schools are more 
segregated than ever before, but the empirical research into segregation and school 
choice finds that voucher programs put students into less segregated voucher receiving 
private schools. 
 



In fact, there have been NINE high quality studies directly comparing segregation in 
public schools and voucher programs. All NINE find that children receiving vouchers 
attend private schools that are less racially segregated than their public school 
counterparts.  
 
This finding is totally consistent with a large body of empirical research reviewed by  
University of Arkansas professor Patrick Wolf.  
 
Dr. Wolf  looked at all of the studies on vouchers and civic values and found that of the 
59 studies comparing civic values of private and public school students, 33 found better 
civic values in private schools, 23 were neutral and three found better values in public 
schools. So, basically, 95% of the studies find that private school students are more 
tolerant or as tolerant as public school students. 
 
Fiscal Effects 
Another largely settled question we have learned in the last 16 years is that school 
choice has a positive fiscal effect. Despite the rhetoric you may hear to the opposite, the 
facts are very straightforward. 
 
First, in every state with school choice spending on public schools has increased 
dramatically in 16 years. 
 
Second, the most comprehensive study on vouchers to date by Dr. Susan Aud, found 
that “no school choice program had a negative fiscal impact, and most of them saved 
significant amounts of money.” In fact, her results showed that school choice programs 
have saved a net total of $22 million for state budgets and $422 million for local school 
districts between 1996 – 2000.  
 
This study is confirmed further by a study from Florida’s Office of Program Policy 
Analysis and Government Accountability which found that Florida’s statewide tax 
credit program saved taxpayers $38.9 million in the 2007-08 school year.  
 
Participant Effects 
Another largely settled but hotly debated research finding relates to whether vouchers 
help children do better on standardized tests.  
 
In the last 16 years, there have been TEN random assignment studies looking into the 
impact of vouchers on student achievement.  
 



It is critical to note here that random assignment studies are the gold standard for social 
science research. It is the same method used for medical trials. Subjects are randomly 
divided into a group that will receive the treatment being studied and a control group. 
Because the two groups are separated only by a random lottery, they are likely to be 
very similar in every respect other than the treatment. Thus, if the two groups have 
different outcomes, we can be very confident that the difference is due to the treatment. 
 
Random assignment studies are very rare in social policy research – except, it seems, in 
the case of school vouchers where there have been 10 random assignment studies of 
school vouchers.  
 
In all ten studies, children, particularly African-American children, who received 
vouchers had better academic outcomes in Math and Reading than the control group. 
Depending on the study, voucher students outperformed the control group by 5-11 
points on standardized tests.  
 
In NINE of the studies, these results achieved a high level of statistical certainty for 
largest student subgroups, meaning we can state with 95% certainty that the better 
results in the voucher group were due to vouchers and not a statistical fluke. Only one 
study found no statistically significant results. 
 
Some have tried to argue that the gains from vouchers are small or moderate, but that is 
not an argument against vouchers but for vouchers. Think of it this way. If every four 
years you could guarantee that test scores would go up 5-11 points in Math and Reading 
for children of color and children from low income families and that you could 
accomplish this feat for roughly half of what you currently spent, most people I know 
would be thrilled.  
 
In the end, the bottom line on the educational benefits of vouchers is clear. A large body 
of top-quality research has examined the impact of vouchers using the gold standard of 
social science research. These studies overwhelmingly favor vouchers, and NO credible 
study has ever found that voucher had a negative impact of student performance.   
 
Competitive Effects 
The final thing we have learned from the research is the impact of private school choice 
on traditional public schools.  
 
Here again we do have a large body of high-quality empirical research to turn to. 
 



To the best of my knowledge there have been a total of 19 empirical studies examining 
how vouchers affect academic achievement in public schools. Of these studies, 18 find 
that vouchers improved public schools and one finds no visible impact. No empirical 
studies find that vouchers harm public schools. 
There have been five studies of Milwaukee’s voucher program conducted by four 
different research teams including researchers from Harvard, Stanford, the Federal 
Reserve Bank, the Manhattan Institute, and other institutions. 
 
Ten studies of voucher programs in Florida have been conducted by five different 
research teams including researchers from Harvard, Princeton, Cornell, the Federal 
Reserve Bank, the Manhattan Institute, the Urban Institute and other institutions. 
 
In addition, studies have examined the impact of voucher programs in Ohio, Maine, 
Vermont, and Texas.  
 
These studies have all unanimously found that vouchers have led to a positive reaction 
from traditional public schools.  
 
The only outlier is the study of the voucher system in Washington D.C., which found 
that vouchers had no visible impact on public schools. 
 
In the end, there are many other lessons that we have learned, including: 

• Bipartisan support for school choice has increased over the years;  
• Programs with larger student eligibility pools are more successful and politically 

sustainable than those with smaller eligibility pools; and 
• Choice begets choice – once a state passes one school choice program legislators 

often clamor to pass more school choice.  
 
In conclusion let me leave you with this one thought –Martin Luther King and Milton 
Friedman had much more in common than people might think. King knew that it wasn’t 
enough for just one bus company to change its rules of ridership and Friedman knew 
that it wasn’t enough for just one government-run school district to give parents 
freedom of choice.  
 
They both understood clearly that meaningful systemic reform for everyone comes only 
when we fundamentally alter the institutional arrangements that separate us as people.  
 
As Dr. Friedman said, school choice will benefit the very poor the most and ultimately 
reduce the stratification of society between the haves and have nots.  
 



School choice may be the magic bullet to fixing all ills but there is absolutely no doubt 
that it is a step in the right direction. 
 
Thank you very much.  
 
 



I’m president of a Florida scholarship funding organization whose mission is the same as Senate Bill 
1405—to help public education fulfill its promise of equal opportunity for all.  

Public education today is undergoing a remarkable transformation. We’re transitioning from a one-size-
fits-all system in which we assume any school can meet the needs of any child, to a system that is or-
ganized around the idea that every child is different and what works for one student may not work for an-
other.  Educators are being empowered to create more diverse learning options and parents are being 
empowered to match their children with the learning options that best meet their needs.  Customization is 
the future of public education. 

In Florida we now have a third-of-a-million students who are able to attend any neighborhood school in 
their district that has room and another third-of-a-million choosing to attend magnet programs or funda-
mental schools or career academies or dual enrollment programs.  We have 100,000 students taking 
courses online, 140,000 attending charter schools, 130,000 attending publicly-funded private prekinder-
garten schools, and 21,000 exceptional education students and 33,000 low-income students attending 
private schools on publicly-funded scholarships.  All these options are expanding and strengthening Flor-
ida’s public education system, which brings me to my first recommendation.  Avoid the old public versus 
private school debate.  It’s divisive and irrelevant.   

Private providers have always been an important part of public education.  Today their presence is accel-
erating, and it should.  The challenges we face are so profound we need all hands on deck.  We need 
everyone working together—neighborhood district schools, online schools, charter schools, private 
schools, magnet schools, dual enrollment schools and homeschooling communities.  We are all allies in 
our quest to provide equal educational opportunity for every child.   

Our nonprofit organization administers a scholarship program that is currently enabling 33,000 low-
income students to attend over 1,100 private schools, and yet we work collaboratively with Florida school 
districts and have a business partnership with a local teachers union to help teachers in public, private 
and charter schools improve their instruction.   

My second recommendation is to reject the failing schools model of school choice and instead embrace 
an empowerment model.  The failing schools approach says only students in “failing schools” should be 
allowed to choose schools that best meet their needs; the empowerment model says all students de-
serve this opportunity.  Limiting parental empowerment to failing schools is an imprecise way to identify 
low-income students who need a different learning option, and it encourages parental empowerment to 
be framed as a public versus private school issue.  The best schools in the world fail some students—
these students need school choice too. 

 

The Future of School Choice in Pennsylvania 
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Embracing an empowerment rationale for school choice has allowed us to create broad bi-partisan sup-
port for our Florida program.  When our program was created in 2001, we had only one Democrat vote in 
support. This year, a major expansion bill was passed with the support of nearly half the Democrats and 
a majority of the Black and Hispanic Caucuses. This level of bi-partisanship is only possible because we 
don’t embrace the failing schools model of choice.   

In the past five years our scholarship enrollment has tripled. Eligibility for our scholarship is limited to chil-
dren whose household income qualifies them for free or reduced lunch, which is 185 percent of poverty.  
Our law does allow for some income growth for renewing families. For renewal students, we use a sliding 
scale that tops out at 230 percent, which is the point at which the scholarship ends. Our scholarship 
amount was previously written into the statute, but a new law passed this year will ultimately index it to 
80 percent of the general operational formula for public school students. This year, the maximum schol-
arship is $4,106. By the time it reaches 80 percent, we project the scholarship will exceed $6,000. The 
total cost of educating a Florida public school student, including capital outlay, is more than $10,000 a 
year, so the state saves money for each student who uses a scholarship—money we encourage the 
state to invest in public education. 

Our scholarship students are required to take a state-approved nationally norm-referenced test, and the 
most recent academic gains report, issued in June, made an important finding about the type of student 
who chooses our scholarship. The state’s researcher, a highly regarded Northeastern professor named 
David Figlio, combed through the public school test scores of students prior to choosing the scholarship 
and he found: “Scholarship participants have significantly poorer test performance in the year prior to 
starting the scholarship program than do non-participants. … These differences are large in magnitude 
and are statistically significant.”  

In other words, the parents who choose this option tend to be desperate because their students are fail-
ing. They base their decisions on how their child is performing, not on school or district test scores. And 
they do a good job deciding. Students who are doing well in their existing public school tend to stay re-
gardless of how that school is labeled, and students who are struggling in highly rated schools move, 
which is exactly as it should be.   

Pennsylvania has long been a leader in parental empowerment and school choice advocates around the 
country have been energized by what’s happening in this state.  As a lifelong Democrat and a former 
president of two local teacher unions in Florida, I am particularly grateful for Senator Williams’ leadership.   

I appreciate your time today and I’m happy to answer any questions you may have. 
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Good morning, Chairman Piccola.  My name is Darlene Callands and I am 
presently the president of the Philadelphia chapter of the Black Alliance for 
Educational Options, known as BAEO.  I want to thank you for holding this hearing 
on such an important issue.  I also want to recognize Senator Williams, who is a 
member of our Board for his work on this issue and introducing S.B. 1405, and 
Representative Dwight Evans, also a BAEO Board member for being a School 
Choice Champion.  

Introduction 

From both a personal and professional perspective, I support school choices and 
ensuring children and youth from all income levels have educational options. 

From the personal perspective, I am a product of the Philadelphia public school 
system, graduate of Roxborough High in 1981.   And, a proud mother of three 
young ladies 26, 21, and 20.  Due to personal sacrifices and support of my family, I 
was able to exercise school choice and send my children to a quality school.   
 

My professional perspective comes from the work we do at BAEO. BAEO is a non 
profit, non partisan organization whose mission is to increase access to high-
quality educational options for Black children by actively supporting parental 
choice policies and programs that empower low-income and working class Black 
families.   Amongst many other duties, for over a decade, I had the pleasure of 
meeting and empowering over 5,000 parents throughout the City of Philadelphia 
around educational options.  Over the past nine years, BAEO has given out 677 
scholarships for parochial and private schools; 77 percent of our scholarship 
dollars are funded through the Pennsylvania Educational Improvement Tax Credit. 

With me today is a one of the scholarship recipients and a parent who was denied 
the opportunity to select a school for his son.  At the end of my presentation, they 
will give their views on school choice. 

School choice and school reform is nothing new.  In 1776, Adam Smith advocated 
mixing public and private dollars.  
 

Fifteen years later, Thomas Paine proposed paying low-income families “four 
pounds per year” to send their children to school.   

School Choice is an Old Concept 
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Vermont began a school choice program for all its children in 1869. 
 

In 1955, Milton Freedman proposed giving parents vouchers that they could 
spend at any approved school. 

In 1976, my mother, Barbara Callands, demanded her child be admitted and 
educated in a safe, high performing high school, which was outside of our 
neighborhood.   

Right now, in Pennsylvania, affluent families have choice because they can move 
to different neighborhoods or communities, send their children to private schools, 
or supplement schooling with tutors and enrichment programs.   

Why School Choice is Needed 

School choice means that families get the best education possible for their 
children.   Lower-income and working-class families, are typically trapped with 
one option - a school in need of improvement. 

In Philadelphia, only 56 percent of public school students graduate in four years.  
The rates for minority male students are worse:  45 percent for African American 
males and 43 percent for Latino males.1

Put it another way:  Just one out of 10 students who entered a Philadelphia public 
high school in 1999 had earned a two-or four-year college degree 10 years later.  
You heard that right: 

 

one out of 10 students who entered a Philadelphia public 
high school had earned a two-or four-year college degree.2

That’s shameful. 

 

I am reminded of the words of Samuel Casey Carter, president of CfBT USA, who 
wrote a book called No Excuses: Lessons from 21 High-Performing, High-Poverty 
School. 

No more excuses means: 
 

No excuses for students:  hold all students regardless of race and income 
levels to high standards and high expectations. 
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No excuses for teachers:  hold teachers to the same high standards as 
students. 
 

No excuses for parents:  demand and promote parental engagement and 
parental choice.  

I am also reminded of the words from Juan Williams, one of America's leading 
journalists and author, and his book, Enough. 

Enough phony leaders:  our children deserve the best. 
 

Enough dead end movements:  we need action and we need it now. 
 

Enough culture of failure:  teach and inspire the young. 

 
Educational Options for Philadelphia’s Children  

In Philadelphia, what choices do parents have and are they quality options? 
 
We have these public school options in Philadelphia, for district schools: 

• neighborhood schools 
• citywide admission high schools 
• special admission high schools 

There are 245,287 students in district city schools.3

 
 

We have another public school option in Philadelphia: charter schools 
- traditional charters and cyber schools - which enroll 36,938 students.3

 
 

The other options, which parents need to pay for are: 
• parochial schools, with 29,884 students3

• and independent private schools, with 15,795 students
 

3

 
 

And the last option is home schooling. 
 
Despite the vast array of options, parents want more. In a report released by The 
Pew Charitable Trusts in June, 72 percent of parents surveyed say the they do not 
have enough good choices in picking a school, with the figures slightly higher 
among Black parents and parents under age 30.4
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Parents are choosing charter schools and home schooling as quality options for 
their children.  

The traditional public schools, run by the School District of Philadelphia, have lost 
19 percent of their enrollment over the past five years.  Catholic schools have lost 
37 percent of their enrollment over the same period.4

Charter schools - which are public schools – have grown 170 percent.

 

4.

Today, one public school student in Philadelphia 

  

out of every eight students 
attends a charter school.5

The problem is that charter schools in Philadelphia have waiting lists of nearly 
30,000.

 

4

 
 This does not include cyber schools. 

According to Research for Action, 70 percent of District 8th graders apply to 
attend a school other than their local, non-selected high school. Fifty-five percent 
of those who had applied elsewhere end up enrolled in their neighborhood 
schools.6

 
  

The reality is if you have money in Philadelphia, in Pennsylvania, and in America, 
you’ve got choice! You can move to another neighborhood, which has a quality 
school, or pay for your child to attend a high performing school.  In other words, 
parental school choice is wide spread in America unless you are poor. 
 
Recommendations to Change the System

The school system must be customer driven where parents have the opportunity 
to choose their child’s school and schools compete for students.  We must put the 
educational needs of children first and stop allowing groups with special interests 
to prevail.  The struggle for choice has not been, and will not get easy, while 
virtually every entrenched bureaucracy fights until death to preserve its 
monopoly position. 

  

Nationwide, 60 percent of Black male high school dropouts are eventually 
incarcerated.  If current trends persist, a Black male born in the U.S. today will 
have a 33 percent chance of going to prison during his lifetime.7 
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The question is do you want to support educating students or incarcerating 
criminals? 
 
We must do better!  We, as parents, are tired of waiting, no more excuses, and 
enough is enough! 
 

This is about looking at every child and saying what’s the best option for this child 
and no one can make that decision better than an informed parent. 

One of the first steps you can take is to support and take action on S.B. 1405 that 
has been introduced by Senator Williams.  This bill would provide scholarships to 
children and youth residing in districts that have a chronically failing school and 
whose parents are low-income to attend non-public schools.  It would provide an 
opportunity for a portion of parents of low-income children to have school choice.  

Let me introduce one of BAEO’s parents who was denied the opportunity to send 
his son to a quality school.  His name is Lorenzo White.  He lives in Logan, in the 
upper North 

Introduction of BAEO’s Parent 

Philadelphia section of the City of Philadelphia. 

My name is Lorenzo White and, as Ms. Callands said, I live in a neighborhood 
called Logan, in Philadelphia.  I work as an independent floor contractor.  I am a 
founder of a nonprofit called Cribs to College that focuses on academic, athletic 
and arts after school programs, where much of my spare time goes. Right now we 
have a basketball team that reaches African American teenagers in Logan section. 

Lorenzo White’s testimony 

I have four children ages 26, 24, 15 and 12.  I am divorced from the mother of my 
children.  My 15 year-old daughter lives with her mom.  I have primary custody of 
my 12 year old; his name is Lukius, who is a member of my basketball team and 
with us today. 

I moved from South Carolina in 2008 to Philadelphia.  In South Carolina, Lukius 
attended one of the best performing schools in Spartanburg.   

Now Lukius is in 7th grade, in his third year at Birney Elementary, a neighborhood 
public school in Philadelphia.  Birney is K to 8th

 

 grade school. 
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Birney is K to 8th grade school.  Last year, the 2009 PSSA results for 6th grade - the 
year that Lukius was in 6th grade - 26 percent of the students scored proficient or 
better on the PSSA (Pennsylvania System of School Assessment) test scores in math.  In 
reading in 6th grade, 16 percent of the students scored proficient or better on the 
PSSA.  Both scores, in math and reading, for 6th graders in 2009, were way below 
the School District of Philadelphia average scores, with 54 percent scoring 
proficient or better in math and 43 percent scoring proficient of better in 
reading.8

Lukius was on the honor roll in his South Carolina school and remains on the 
honor roll at Birney.  He is in English honors, which is not a challenge for him. 
Lukius struggles everyday to stay out of trouble and to perform well. It is a 
struggle for him to avoid violence at the school and neighborhood where we live. 
Which is one of the reasons why I started Cribs to College, to have another outlet 
- sports and arts - to keep the kids off the streets.  

  

The first year at Birney, Lukius’ teachers told me that Lukius had potential and 
suggested that I find another school for Lukius.  They wanted something better 
for Lukius.   So do I. 

About a year ago, I started the process to identify a better school for my son, a 
school that would meet my son’s needs.  I went to BAEO for help and attended 
workshops to learn how to identify a better school. I submitted applications to 
two charter schools that would meet my son’s needs. 

I learned that there are no spaces left for my son and was told I needed to hit the 
lottery for my son to attend this school.  While I am a gambling man, what I would 
never gamble on is my son’s education. 

I am on a waiting list with 50 children ahead of Lukius.  

I’m still waiting 

• I waited when my son for the first time got suspended for getting into a 
fight. 

 
• I waited when my son got his first “C” grade. 

 

• I’m still waiting for Lukius to be challenged academically. 
 



 8 

For those of you who watched Waiting for Superman, Lukius is like the boy 
Francisco in the movie.  Francisco is one of 792 applicants waiting for 40 spots and 
has a five (5) percent chance of getting in to Harlem Success Academy, a charter 
school in New York. 

It’s not fair. Leaving my son in a school that the teachers recommended I take him 
out of.  

Wealthy families have choices.  They can pay for school or move to better 
neighborhoods. However, they are a lot of parents like me with the feeling of 
being trapped and powerless. 

As Ms. Callands said:  Our children deserve the best.  I know my son does.  We 
need action and we need it now. 

Thank you for the opportunity to share my story. 

 

Now let me introduce one of the children who benefits from school choice.  Her 
name is Sojourner Ahebee; she is a 9

Introduction of BAEO Youth 

th grader at Friends Central, a Quaker school, 
located in Wynnewood, Pennsylvania, just outside of Philadelphia. 

Good morning, as Ms. Callands stated, my name is Sojourner Ahebee.  I am 14 
and a freshman at Friends Central School, which is a college preparatory school, 
located in Wynnewood, Pennsylvania.  I was born and raised in Cote d’Ivoire, 
West Africa until I was seven.  Because of the civil strife in Cote d’Ivoire and the 
death of my father, I relocated with my brother and my mother to her hometown 
of Philadelphia. My mother is a public school teacher in Philadelphia. 

Sojourner Ahebee’s testimony 

I stand before you as an example of how school choice can reap great success. 
 
I am one of this year’s Deidre Bailey Scholarship Recipients; a scholarship 
sponsored by BAEO, and a scholarship which has allowed me to remain at Friends 
Central School. Before I attended Friends Central, I was able to choose between 
an overcrowded, underachieving school and chose one that best fit my needs and 
aspirations.  
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Today, because of the choice my family made to send me to Friends Central, I 
have been able to avail myself of tremendous opportunities. I have been able to 
participate in programs that bring me closer to being a tolerant, generous, 
informed world citizen. 
 
This past summer, I participated in a French-immersion program sponsored by 
Middlebury College, hosted at Oberlin College. During this French adventure, my 
peers and I were only allowed to speak French for a whole month.  This 
experience prepared me to take Advance French as a freshman at Friends Central. 
 
My favorite subject is history because human behavior fascinates me. I use the 
lessons from history to understand how best I can move forward as a person and 
a world citizen.  
 
Attending Friends Central allows me to do athletics, join after-school clubs and 
pay attention to my many other endeavors. Now I’m playing tennis. In the winter I 
will do dance and softball in the spring. I joined the Black Student Union, the 
School Newspaper and the Debate Team. 
 
I also play the violin, which enables me to explore many genres of music; from 
classical to jazz. 
 
I’ve maintained a culture blog for teens, for two and a half years, which has 
enabled me to cover the cultural events of Philadelphia and New York. The name 
of my blog - which you can google and find - is Sojo’s Trumpet. I make vintage 
greeting cards, which are sold in the National Liberty Museum and also on-line 
through my blog. My cards feature sages of the past, including my namesake, 
Sojourner Truth. Here’s a sample of my cards {show}; I have copies for the 
Senators and my business cards. 
 
In January, I won a $5,000 dollar U.S. Savings Bond for the Freedom Sisters Essay 
Contest. This year my poetry collection, Thirteen Ways to Look at Me, was 
published. Two weeks ago, my short story, How Mamy Wata Made Her Way Back 
Home, was published in Apiary, a literary journal in Philadelphia. 
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I share these accomplishments not as an act of hubris, but as an example of how 
school choice can mushroom into phenomenal fortune. I’m indebted to 
organizations like BAEO because their support of school choice has allowed me to 
blossom. In closing, I urge you to support school choice for everyone because 
everyone deserves to reach his or her maximum potential. Thank you. 

Let’s reflect, State of Georgia 1848. 

Conclusion 

If any slave, negro, or free person of color, or any white person, shall teach any 
other slave, negro or free person of color, to read or write either written or 
printed characters, the said free person of color or slave shall be punished by fine 
up to 100 pounds current money and/or whipping not to exceed twenty lashes or 
at the discretion of the court. 

This was the Slave Codes of the State of Georgia in 1848. 

Today, in the State of Pennsylvania 2010 it’s no longer a crime to educate free 
people. 

We urge you to support School Choice so we no longer have to Wait for 
Superman!  
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Senate Education Committee Testimony 
Public Hearing on The Future of School Choice in Pennsylvania. 

October 13, 2010 

Sheila Simmons 
Public Citizens for Children and Youth 

Good morning. My name is Sheila Simmons. I am the Education Director for Public 
Citizens for Children and Youth.  

When thousands of children across the state of Pennsylvania are the recipients of 
low-quality educations in low-performing schools, all of Pennsylvania must 
question: What can be done to remedy the situation? 

We are all here today, to examine “the future of school choice in Pennsylvania” as 
a viable solution. 

The theory behind school choice is generally 1) it will increase opportunity for 
quality education for more students; and 2) the existence of competition will 
improve instructional programs. 

However I urge you to consider the impact that school choice as a solution will 
have on the overall public education system, and on the democratic theory that 
our government holds the responsibility for educating all children – even those 
students who will undoubtedly will not be chosen.   

There are good charter schools and bad charter schools, good District-managed 
schools and poor, District-managed schools. In my resident city of Philadelphia, 
we have excellent examples of them all. And I feel qualified to say this because I 
think my son Brandon goes to one of the best, Philadelphia’s Independence 
Charter. I may be biased in saying that, but I’m a proud of our school. I should 
note that my son’s attendance to this top-rated public charter school is not 
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without its own sacrifice. On a good day, his early-morning ride to Independence 
Charter is one hour, in a bus that costs taxpayers $48,000 a year. Since the charter 
law has taken effect, 300 school buses have been added to accommodate charter 
students, and get children o these schools of choice. 

Statistics show that charter schools—as a model -- have not out-performed 
district-managed schools in Philadelphia. Meanwhile, the system has failed to 
provide adequate oversight and accountability over the charter school model . 
This is evidence by reports of “excessive salaries, compliant boards with members 
handpicked by school leadership, inflated rents, nepotism and conflicts of 
interest” in a number of charter schools, leading Philadelphia City Controller Alan 
Butkovitz to conclude, it is "abundantly clear that taxpayer money is at risk." 
(Philadelphia Inquirer).  

Despite such reports, Philadelphia voted to revoke a charter only twice in its 
charter history. In one instance, it was found that $31 million in taxpayer funds – 
for education – were used to support other nonprofits operated by the charter 
school’s parent group. This school spent only 38.4 percent of its budget on 
instruction in 2006–07. Other funds covered legal fees, travel, meals, and 
entertainment.  

I think the primary question for this committee is how best o replicate the 
successes? How do we provide an Independence Charter experience to each and 
every student in the State of Pennsylvania? Do we increase or decrease our 
chances of that by siphoning off public education funds to provide individual 
vouchers that would go to private educational institutions?  

“Reputable research on voucher programs in Milwaukee, Cleveland and 
Washington, D.C., indicates that they produce few if any statistically significant 
effects on student achievement,” states Research for Action (RFA), in its 
September 2010 summary of on educational vouchers. It continues, “Publically 
funded vouchers have been linked to slight increases and decreases in reading 
and math scores,” neither at a rate that is statistically significant. On graduation 
rates and college readiness, the research offers no conclusions, according to RFA: 
“This impact has not been the focus of research because of lack of data and 
complex nature of voucher of programs.” 
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I would like to note, while Pennsylvania supports non-discrimination of student 
applicants, many private schools do not. Through applications, criteria, 
background and interviews, they often choose a certain caliber of student in 
order to maintain certain standards. Senate Bill 1405 would disallow 
discrimination against applicants on the basis of grades or intelligence, disability, 
language barriers. This is just. How much will it cost to police that? 

And doesn’t this arrangement mean that with often-limited funds, we now 
funding two systems? And what are the chances further leading our nation, our 
state and our communities, into deeper concentrations of “the haves” and “the 
have-nots.” 

I also ask you to consider that 85 percent of the nation’s private schools are 
religious schools. Through vouchers, are we ready to circumvent the 
constitution’s prohibitions against subsidizing religious practice and instruction? 
Are we ready to circumvent it for not just solid educational systems like parochial 
and Quaker schools, but schools tied to other religions, regardless of whether you 
agree with the tenants of that faith or not? 

These are some of the questions I place before you in your examination of “the 
future of school choice in Pennsylvania.” I end by saying, I hope on this day you 
conclude that here in Pennsylvania, we choose -- not individual schools for 
children who win the school choice lottery -- but that here in Pennsylvania, our 
priority and focus and dollars are invested in a quality education for every child.  

Thank you. 





 
Monica Yant Kinney: Fighting for the education she cannot live without 
Posted:  10/11/2010 10:46 AM 
 

 
 
 
By Monica Yant Kinney  
Inquirer Columnist  

In the emotionally raw new documentary, Waiting for "Superman," poor parents fed up 
with failing schools willingly take on debt and excruciating commutes to get a quality 
education for their children. 

North Philadelphia's 18-year-old Jalesaa Figueroa hasn't seen the movie. If she had an 
extra $7.50, she'd put it toward her tuition at Little Flower, the beloved all-girls Catholic 
school in nearby Hunting Park. 

Figueroa and her grandmother Damaris Martinez live in a rowhouse they nearly lost to 
foreclosure, surviving on food stamps and $801 a month in Social Security. 

"Worldly stuff we don't need," preaches Martinez, a 54-year-old disabled former office 
worker, "but education we cannot live without." 

For three years, they managed to cover a third of Figueroa's $6,000 annual tuition. 
When Martinez came up short on cash last summer, her granddaughter faced spending 
her pivotal senior year at Edison, Olney East, or Olney  West, three of the city's most 
dangerous and chronically underperforming public high schools. 

"I get teased a lot because of my weight, and the last time I was in public school I had 
thoughts of suicide," Figueroa confides. "I couldn't go back to that. I couldn't go to a 
school where I wouldn't be taught." 



So the resourceful young woman known for her angelic singing voice seized control of 
her educational fate and threw a fund-raiser. 

And soon, as graduation looms, she'll stage another. 

Getting out, catching up 

We meet after school, Figueroa still in her uniform and saddle shoes, lugging an Elmo 
backpack. Martinez offers me hot tea as her granddaughter begins a tale of 
miseducation and reclamation. 

Figueroa has fond memories of Bayard Taylor Elementary, but spite for her time at 
Roberto Clemente Middle School. As the Superman documentary points out, sixth 
grade often hastens inner-city students' academic demise. 

"I was passing with Fs in math. I was taunted so much for my appearance," she says, 
straightening her skirt. "I got sent to the counselor after my teacher found suicidal notes 
I wrote." 

The family has deep roots at St. Malachy Catholic Church, near Temple University. 
When a suburban parishioner offered to sponsor Jalesaa at the church school, the 11-
year-old agreed to repeat sixth grade even though getting there took 45 minutes on two 
buses. 

"It was rough. I needed so much help. Everything I thought I knew I didn't," Figueroa 
admits. "But at St. Malachy, the teachers actually taught. They cared." 

Sister Cecile Reiley admired the newcomer's resolve. "She worked hard. She had to 
trim her sails." 

After eighth grade, Martinez vowed to keep Figueroa on an upward trajectory. "I love my 
community and my people," the grandmother says, "but there's so much disrespect in 
the public schools. I wanted more for Jalesaa." 

She found it at Little Flower. But after three years of frugality and financial aid, Martinez 
could no longer cover their fair share. 

Kindness of strangers 

"Please come out and join us for a dinner & music event to help Jalesaa with her senior 
year tuition," read the flier Figueroa posted around town. "No dress code - come as you 
are." 

Those who couldn't attend were asked to consider sending a check to her delinquent 
school account. 



Turnout was light, but Figueroa still sang her heart out: She performed "Listen" from 
Dreamgirls and dedicated Mariah Carey's "Hero" to her grandmother - who sent guests 
home with plates of home-cooked Puerto Rican food. 

The fund-raiser netted just $240. Figueroa delivered the money to school, praying she 
could register while in arrears. The teen was stunned by what she heard. 

"They told me $2,130 worth of checks had come in for me! One was anonymous, for 
$1,000. Half the people who gave were people I'd never met who saw my fliers." 

Sister Donna Shallo, Little Flower's president, knows nothing of Figueroa's feat until I 
call, but isn't surprised by the motivation. 

"The girls call this their second home," Shallo says. "It's a sisterhood. She's had a taste 
and doesn't want to lose it." 

Figueroa's struggles aren't over. Every discussion about college reverts to figuring out 
how to pay for, even enjoy, her final semester of high school. She may be mature for 
her age, but she desperately wants to attend the prom and dreams of wearing a class 
ring. 

"I'm planning another fund-raiser," she declares. "I think I need about $3,000 to finish 
the year." 

Make that $3,035. Given how hard Figueroa fought for her spot in Little Flower's Class 
of 2011, "I really want to get a yearbook." 
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BEFORE  
THE SENATE EDUCATION COMMITTEE 
COMMONWEALTH OF PENNSYLVANIA 

 
Good afternoon. My name is Richard D. Komer, and I am a senior attorney at the 
Institute for Justice located in Arlington, Virginia. We are a public interest law firm 
founded in 1991 to litigate in the four areas of school choice, private property rights, 
economic liberty and the First Amendment’s Free Speech Clause. Thank you for inviting 
me to testify here today.  
 
Testifying with me today is my good friend Phil Murren of the firm Ball, Murren  and 
Connell, whom I suspect you all know. Because we’re lawyers, our assumption is that we 
should talk about the constitutionality of school choice legislation, and we’ve agreed to 
divide that topic as follows: I will address the federal constitution, specifically the 
Establishment Clause of the First Amendment, and Phil will address the Pennsylvania 
Constitution. Our plan is to leave about ten minutes at the end of our statements for any 
questions that you might have for us. 
 
As I mentioned, the Institute for Justice has had the promotion of school choice as a part 
of its mission for our nearly twenty years of existence. As part of that mission we provide 
legal counsel in the formulation of school choice programs and litigate in defense of 
programs that are passed, because most such programs are challenged in court by an 
array of usual suspects, principally the teachers unions. Those challenges invariably 
allege that the programs violate the federal Establishment Clause and various state 
constitutional provisions. It is no overstatement to say that we at IJ have been involved in 
the defense of every challenged school choice program since our founding which 
occurred shortly after the passage of the first modern school choice program in 
Wisconsin, the Milwaukee Parental Choice Program. 
 
In those challenges we usually intervene on behalf of parents using scholarships provided 
by those programs and are aligned as defendants with the state. This was the role we 
played in the Jackson case challenging the Milwaukee Program, in which the Wisconsin 
Supreme Court upheld the program under both the federal and state programs. We played 
a similar role in defending a similar program enacted by Ohio for children in the city of 
Cleveland. Although we won a resounding victory in the Ohio Supreme Court, we lost a 
subsequent lawsuit in the federal appeals court under the Establishment Clause, which the 
U.S. Supreme Court agreed to review in 2002. 
 
Fortunately, we prevailed and the Supreme Court upheld the Cleveland school choice 
program, in Zelman v. Simmons-Harris, 536 U.S. 639 (2002). Building on four 
Establishment Clause precedents the Court set clear guidelines for what constitutes a 
constitutional school choice program under that Clause. First, such a program must be 
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religiously-neutral, allowing families to choose religious and non-religious alternatives. 
And second, such a program must be driven by the free and independent choices of 
parents, rather than government actors, and must neither encourage nor discourage 
parents from choosing religious schools. Under such a program, the children are the 
direct beneficiaries of the program, and any indirect benefit that participating schools 
receive is incidental to their having been chosen by the parents. Under such a program the 
government does not endorse religion, even if most parents select religious schools for 
their children’s educations. 
 
As I said before, the Zelman decision was prefigured by earlier Supreme Court cases and 
came as no great surprise to those of us who were familiar with those cases. Nonetheless, 
because of the variety of school choice programs, they continue to be challenged on 
establishment Clause grounds. IJ is currently defending an Arizona individual tax credit 
program in the Supreme Court, with oral argument set for November 3rd

 

. This case 
originated before Zelman was decided, and we are confident that we will prevail. 

Why do we at IJ consider school choice to be so important? Because it offers the single 
most promising education reform to address a national crisis, the ongoing failure of urban 
school districts to provide their students, most of whom are minority with an adequate 
publicly-funded education. At virtually the same time that Wisconsin enacted the first 
modern school choice program for Milwaukee, the Brookings Institute published John 
Chubb and Terry Moe’s groundbreaking study, Politics, Markets, and America’s Schools

 

, 
in which they concluded that we cannot expect to reform public education by relying on 
the institution to reform itself. Only a radical restructuring of the system can yield real 
improvement. The twenty years since their study was published have more than proved 
that conclusion—despite two decades of dramatically increasing expenditures and efforts 
at institutional reform, the academic results show virtually no improvement. 

For me, the most powerful aspect of Chubb and Moe’s critique was its explanation for 
why urban school districts such as Milwaukee, Cleveland, Philadelphia and Pittsburg fail 
to improve despite the expenditure of enormous resources, and remain so less effective 
than suburban districts. They showed that the common explanation for that phenomenon,  
that the students come from better backgrounds, is not the real reason. In fact, it is that 
families in urban districts lack the forms of school choice that suburban parents exercise 
every day, and which make their school districts respond differently to their desires. 
Suburban parents choose districts by the quality of their schools, and can afford to opt out 
for private school if their districts are not responsive to their concerns. Urban districts, 
with their large populations of low-income families, deal with a captive population, and 
don’t have to deliver a quality product, because they don’t have to. 
 
School choice programs, by providing an avenue of escape for captive families, can 
fundamentally change the incentive structure in urban districts, by presenting officials 
with incentives to improve their performance or lose students. Monoploies have little 
reason to improve their products, which is why the inevitable result of monopoly is 
always low quality at high cost. That I submit is the precise situation we face today in 
Pennsylvania’s urban districts, low quality at high cost.  
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A well designed school choice program offers the opportunity to change that status quo in 
fundamental ways, without increasing costs still further. It can close the achievement gap, 
as well as the graduation gap. It is both constitutional and good policy.  
 
Thank you again for allowing me to testify here today. 
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Propel Charter Schools 
awarded $3.4M federal grant

Friday, October 08, 2010
By Eleanor Chute, Pittsburgh Post-Gazette
Propel Charter Schools has won a $3.4 million federal grant 
to expand one charter school and create four new ones, 
serving a total of 1,800 additional students over five years.

http://www.post-gazette.com/�




Propel’s Experience with School 
Districts

School District 
Action

Appeal 
Board 
Action

Making 
AYP?

Propel Homestead Deny Approve Yes
Propel McKeesport Deny Approve Yes
Propel East Deny Approve Yes
Propel Montour Deny Approve Yes
Propel Duquesne None None Not Open
Propel Braddock Hills Deny Approve Open 8/10



Pittsburgh Charter Application
(One of 170 questions)

“Describe your understanding of the various 
reporting requirements public schools, 
including charter schools, have to the PA 
Department of Education. This description 
should not be limited to only student 
assessment, but should also address the 105 
additional reports the state requires of public 
schools.”
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Vouchers Aren’t the Answer. The two educational arguments that voucher 
proponents bring forward are that vouchers will provide superior education and that 
voucher competition will provide an incentive to district schools to improve. The first 
argument is completely unfounded. 
  
• Students in Florida’s tax credit voucher did no better than similar students who 

remained in public schools.1

• Recent research from the longest standing public voucher experiments, in 
Milwaukee and Cleveland, found that voucher students are not doing better than 
their public school counterparts.

 

2

• Privately funded voucher programs in NYC, Dayton and Washington did not yield 
student achievement advantages either.

 

3

• Recent research finds one positive result for a voucher program. After three 
years (and only after three), vouchers in Washington DC showed some gains in 
math, but none in reading. According to Diane Ravitch, those math gains were 
only for girls, not for boys and not for the students who entered the program with 
the lowest scores.
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Its more than test scores.  
The research finds that these programs are marked by high student turnover.  And 
our own NAACP investigations in Milwaukee in conjunction with the Milwaukee Fair 
Housing Council have found, that schools are likely to use a variety of admissions 
requirements even when the law forbids it.  
 
There is ample competition in the system already.  Pennsylvania already has a 
tax credit based program to support students going to private school at public 
expense.  And it has more than 130 charter schools. You can reach a point where too 
many options leads to an oversaturation of the market place and creates a decline in 
the fortunes of all.  There’s research to indicate that this is one of the problems 
afflicting the Detroit school district for example. There are more than 70,000 
students in Pennsylvania charter schools and 33,000 using vouchers generated by 
the corporate tax credit.  If the legislature is not satisfied with these options, a focus 
on improving them rather than creating new ones might be in order.   
 

                                                      
1 Figlio, David. 2009. “Evaluation of Florida’s Corporate Tax Credit Scholarship Program First Follow-Up 
Report – Participation, Compliance and Test Scores in 2007-08 “ See 
http://www.floridaschoolchoice.org/information/ctc/files/figlio_report_2009.pdf. 
2 On Cleveland, see http://www.ncspe.org/publications_files/OP112.pdf. On Milwaukee see 
http://www.uark.edu/ua/der/SCDP/Milwaukee_Eval/Report_14.pdf. 
3 See http://www.gao.gov/new.items/d02752.pdf. The GAO study does quote research indicating that 
students receiving vouchers had no overall advantage but that African American students with vouchers 
did better. A more detailed reanalysis of the data by Alan Krueger at Princeton found that there was no 
voucher advantage in these programs for any student. 
dhttp://wws.princeton.edu/research/faculty_briefs/January_2005_paper.pdf. The final New York City 
analysis by Myers et al also finds no difference between voucher performance and performance of 
students in traditional public schools.  
http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.105.399&rep=rep1&type=pdf. 
4 Ravitch, At Economic Policy Institute forum. http://www.epi.org/publications/entry/event_20100315/. 

http://www.ncspe.org/publications_files/OP112.pdf�
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We Need To Focus On All the Children.   As many of you have heard in recent 
testimony, there are good things going on in Pennsylvania’s school districts that 
serve children of color. In Pittsburgh, with the help of the Gates Foundation, the  
school day and year have been extended and we’ve seen a new pay system created 
that will reward teachers who have a proven record of advancing student learning.  
In Philadelphia, we’re seeing real improvements in professional development for 
teachers who are struggling, and if those teachers don’t improve they will be 
dismissed. The union and the district are partners in this process.  There’s also 
longer school days and years for schools where kids are struggling.  We are at a time 
when public education is changing.  We need to support that change.   
 
Everytime the public is asked whether they would prefer to help all public schools or 
help some kids go to private schools they say to help all. With the budget at tight as 
it is, every dollar you send to a private school this year would be a dollar that isn’t 
being used to help all.  Particularly when we’re seeing great strides in our schools, I 
ask you to keep your focus on helping all the children.      
 



 

THE EDUCATION COMMITTEE OF THE PA NAACP STATE CONFERENCE OF 
BRANCHES  

STATEMENT: PUBLIC HEARING ON THE FUTURE OF SCHOOL 
CHOICE/OPPORTUNITY SCHOLARSHIPS  

Wednesday, October 13, 2010 

North Office Building, Hearing Room 1, Harrisburg  

Introduction 

No organization has a longer standing history in the struggle for equitable education for all 
children than does the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People.  The 
Education Committee of the Pennsylvania State Conference of NAACP Branches, aligned with 
our national policy is committed to carry out this mission. We find support in the words penned 
by Chief Justice Warren nearly sixty years ago: 

Today, education is perhaps the most important function of state and local governments. 
Compulsory school attendance laws and the great expenditures for education both 
demonstrate our recognition of the importance of education to our democratic society. It is 
required in the performance of our most basic public responsibilities, even service in the 
armed forces. It is the very foundation of good citizenship. Today, it is a principal 
instrument in awakening the child to cultural values, in preparing him for later professional 
training, and in helping him to adjust normally to his environment. In these days, it is 
doubtful that any child may reasonably be expected to succeed in life if he is denied the 
opportunity of an education. Such an opportunity, where the state has undertaken to 
provide it, is a right which must be made available to all on equal terms. i

Hence, we are pleased to submit this statement on behalf of the thousands of tax paying  citizens 
of Pennsylvania who are active members of the Pennsylvania State Conference of NAACP 
Branches. We thank Senators Piccola and Dinniman as well as the entire Senate Education 
Committee for this opportunity and for holding hearings on the future of school choice in 
Pennsylvania. 

  

PA is here to share some questions and concerns about charter and cyber charter schools. While 
charter and cyber charter schools are independent public schools, they are funded by tax payer 
dollars with the intention that they will contribute strategies and practices that will improve 
traditional public school systems. However, in a review of current research and literature on 
charter schools, we find no prevailing evidence that charter schools have benefitted the tax 
payers of Pennsylvania in any quantitative way.  At the same time, it is unclear that they have 
fulfilled their purpose under the Pennsylvania Charter School Law.  We are concerned that 

Charter/ Cyber Charter Schools 
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creating a system of choice without consistent oversight and evaluation will not improve 
education outcomes. 

In Pennsylvania, we hear little to no evidence in the current discussions concerning whether or 
not the 135 charter and cyber charter schools have met their purpose under the Pennsylvania 
Charter School Law.  The people have not been informed as to how charters have contributed to 
the field through innovations that are shared with traditional public schools in ways that have 
improved professional practice. We have not heard of new professional opportunities for 
teachers. We do not hear of a unique variety of educational programs made available through the 
charter arrangement, and we cannot identify the quantitative atmosphere of flexibility and 
innovativeness that supersedes that of non-charter, district schools.  
 
Indeed, based on input from numerous administrators, parents and school board members with 
whom PA NAACP has spoken, charter schools are not actually monitored for alignment with 
their purpose under the law either by the Pennsylvania Department of Education or the school 
districts in which the schools are established.  
 
As to innovative and replicable accountability systems, we find in the current special report by 
Auditor General Jack Wagner that under current law, charter schools do not have to reconcile 
tuition payments with the actual cost of educating a child. In fact, to quote Mr. Wagner, “Current 
methods of funding charter schools are inequitable, inefficient, and bear no relationship to the 
actual cost of educating the students attending these schools.ii

 

 To that point, the tax payers of 
Pennsylvania have paid nearly one billion dollars for charter school education for 76,000 
students with different districts paying varying rates of tuition to the same charter schools and 
the Commonwealth supplementing districts who pay those tuitions. PA NAACP would like a 
monitoring process that is implemented consistently and effectively. 

 On the whole, according to statewide student assessments, the larger per cent of children 
attending charters would have achieved comparable or greater academic success in the traditional 
classroom. In Pennsylvania, underfunded school districts struggle when tuition funds are drained 
from their budgets. As well, tax payers do not get an account of how their monies are used.  
Because the current law fails to limit charter school fund balances – which are unreserved-
undesignated pots of money – some charters have been found to run quite high fund balances. 

Disturbingly, current research further informs us that the establishment of charter schools has led 
to unpredicted negative consequences. For the good of society, government has a compelling 
interest in the capacity of public school to facilitate the mixing together of persons of all creeds, 
cultures, and conditions. The traditional public school is the only social institution today where 
that occurs. It is at the traditional public school where children of diverse circumstances learn to 
work together and to understand and respect differences amongst people.  For this reason, PA 
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NAACP believes that schools receiving public funds must maintain diversity in their teaching 
staffs and in their student populations.  

Also of great concern to PA NAACP is teacher training. In general, the public assumes that all 
teachers have the training and pedagogy that together enhance their capacity to deliver 
instruction.  However, while teachers in the traditional public setting are state certified as having 
successfully completed a rigorous education which includes the foundations of education, the 
philosophies of education, human growth and development studies, methods of instruction, 
specific area content knowledge and student teaching where classroom management skills are 
learned, this is not necessarily the case in other school constructs. 

As is evident through present day ongoing discussions on education, persons who do not know 
the culture of the basic education classroom often believe that subject-area expertise and an 
undergraduate degree in a given subject is sufficient to equip a person to teach. Sadly for 
students, this lack of pedagogy coupled with the lack of classroom management and 
orchestration skills may be related to the limited academic success reported out for many charter 
schools. No one knows.  No one is monitoring or effectively overseeing these settings. 

An unexpected consequence of charter schools is the resurgence of the segregation of our 
children by both race and economic condition. Today, based on the self reports of charter schools 
to the U S Department of Education, suburban white children are the most segregated children in 
the United States.   

While we see the rise of segregation, we are also informed through research of the strong 
relationship amongst class, income and segregation by race. For instance, research reveals that 
Black and Latino students attend schools where the poverty rate is twice that as is experienced by 
white students. Additionally, (but not unexpectedly) given that schools in Pennsylvania are 
funded mainly by property taxes, racially and socioeconomically isolated schools tend to have 
unequal educational resources. As a consequence, racial and socioeconomic isolation relate 
highly to assessment outcomes, high school graduation rates, and drop out rates. iii

There is no evidence that charters and cyber charters ameliorate concerns about graduation rates 
and low student scores, we have learned that the way in which these entities are funded “… 
results in an inequitable distribution of public education money and no assurance that tax payer 
dollars are being spent wisely or for their intended purpose.”

  Hence we 
believe that all publically funded schools should have processes in place to ensure racial and 
economic diversity. 

iv

The data makes it clear that charters and cyber charters have not generally shown any advantage 
over traditional public systems.  However, the figures do reveal that such entities do drain funds 
from the state that would otherwise benefit our children. Initially, there is the state subsidy to the 

 The cost to Pennsylvania tax 
payers  for funding charter  schools during the 2009 school year was approximately $936 million 
to train 73 thousand children. 
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local district based on the understanding that districts may not be able to cut operational cost 
even though children transfer to charter schools.  As well, this drain has limited subsidies and 
grants to other areas of public education.    

PA NAACP is concerned that approximately 50% of Pennsylvania’s charter schools are located 
in Philadelphia. Yet, the high school graduation rate for that city remains low as the incarceration 
rate increases. We maintain that based on the data, equitable funding and resourcing of 
traditional public schools with the magnet school option is the soundest use of public funds.   

PA NAACP is always pleased to hear of unique examples of school success.  Frequently, we 
witness moms, dads and kids telling us how grateful they are for the wonderful opportunity they 
have been given to attend these exceptional schools.  We hear these few examples of charter 
success used to drive the charter school agenda. However, research demonstrates that school 
success rests on a specific set of measurable factors.  These include: high expectations for every 
student, parent and community support, qualified teachers in every classroom, rigorous 
curriculum and fair assessment, sufficient resources that help all students achieve, safe healthy 
and supportive learning environments, schools and classrooms equipped for teaching and 
learning, and strong school leadership. To the degree that any school has this balance, students 
score well on high stakes assessments.  This is concretely demonstrated by the Geoffrey 
Canada’s schools in the Harlem Children’s Zone. This is not related to the charter structure per 
se, but to the measurable factors for school success.   

And on a final note about charters, if we learn anything from the film “Waiting for Superman”, it 
is how cruel and lacking in respect for basic human dignity it is to herd people into an auditorium 
where parents and children hope and pray for their child to be chosen to receive an excellent 
education. Government policy should not support, defend or participate in placing citizens in 
such a position. Every family should know that all their children will have access to quality 
education to the degree of each child’s intention and according to his or her unique nature and 
interest.  There should be no policies, practices, or processes that impede a free and appropriate 
public education for every child.  

For that reason, PA NAACP considers that a change is needed in the way Pennsylvania funds 
public education. Our children live with the residential outcomes forced on minority 
homeowners by the restrictive covenant regulations of the post war FHA. It is time to restructure 
how public schools are funded. 

As to the proposal for Opportunity Grants, which we understand to be vouchers, NAACP holds, 
and PA NAACP concurs that high quality education can only be achieved for all students 
through an equitably funded universal public education system. The PA NAACP believes that 
the state must carry out its role in creating and supporting a fair and substantive opportunity to 

Opportunity Grants 
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learn for all students. Disparities in education resources apparent by race and economic condition 
are a travesty, and the Commonwealth cannot tolerate this and must take steps to correct this.   

PA NAACP believes there are basic questions to be addressed when we consider trusting public 
funds to private entities to educate the children of the Commonwealth.  For example, to what 
degree are there assurances as to how public monies are being spent?  To what degree are there 
assurances that students will have qualified teachers? To what degree can the quality or content 
of the curriculum or assessment models be assured?  What are the assurances as to class size?  
What are the remedies for discrimination or perceived civil rights violations against a student? 
And, is the voucher approach the most cost efficient and universal way to expand school choice 
in Pennsylvania. 

Private schools do not have an obligation to educate the broad spectrum of humanity. Public 
schools do.  Ninety-seven per cent of the nation’s children attend traditional public schools. 
Private schools are able to select students who naturally do well at academics and do not require 
the grueling work of developing those capacities. Given this privilege of selection and rejection, 
such schools can create a myth of superiority and elitism.  It is not the obligation of the tax 
payers of the commonwealth to help foster such myths. Nor should our elected officials be 
involved in creating policy in ways  that push forward such ideas. 

PA NAACP holds that all Pennsylvania children must have equitable access not only to the 
tangible factors of education, i.e.: building, curricula, technology, highly effective teachers 
[culturally competent, strong in pedagogy, strong in content area knowledge, strong in classroom 
management skills] whose salaries reflect their training and experience, strong principals, strong 
educational leaders [including competent and certified superintendents], but also to intangible 
factors such as research-proven educational practices, small class sizes, access to extracurricular 
activities, and supports for their overall wellness and well being. Hence, we support opportunity 
for all students through a universal, equitably funded system of public education. How 
desperately sad to discuss creating relief for just a few. 

Conclusion 

PA NAACP believes it is the responsibility of the Senate Education Committee to create policy 
and law that fosters diversity in the public school system.  We believe this to be in the 
compelling interest of society. Because the public school is the only social structure wherein 
persons of all customs, creeds and conditions mix on a daily basis where they learn to work and 
socialize with mutual respect, we hold it to be in the public interest that our elected officials 
support, protect and defend a system of universally effective schooling for every child in the 
commonwealth. 

PA NAACP holds that our elected officials have a responsibility to the Commonwealth to avoid 
making, and to correct where found, policies that result in vast disparities in the quality of 
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education received by children in different communities? We oppose policies that exacerbate the 
existing divisions in education and hold policy makers responsible for adequately funding and 
resourcing every school so that families do not feel the need to search for and seek out quality 
educational placements for their children. 

PA NAACP asks, if KIPP schools and SEED schools and Geoffrey Canada schools can succeed, 
what prevents their driving ideas and practices from being replicated in our public schools.  Is it 
legislative regulation? The data seems incontrovertible: some charters are doing a terrific job in 
the toughest areas with the poorest children.  What policies and regulations prevent traditional 
public schools from implementing these models?  

PA NAACP maintains that where public tax money goes, there must be direct accountability to 
the citizens. The fiduciary responsibility of our state assembly must at all times require 
protection of tax payer funds, especially in such hard economic times as these and as the poverty 
rate of Pennsylvania has recently increased and continues to increase. We know what it takes to 
educate all children. Hence, no ordinary, reasonable and prudent person would devise or support 
an arrangement that leaves some students languishing while it enhances the opportunities of 
other.   

Thank you, 

Joan Duvall-Flynn 

Chair: Education Committee, Pennsylvania State Conference of NAACP Branches 

J. Whyatt Mondsire 

President: Pennsylvania State Conference of NAACP Branches 

 

                                                 
i Chief Justice Earl Warren, Brown v Board of Education Topeka, Kansas. 1954 
ii Auditor General Jack Wagoner, Special Report: Charter School Funding, p.2. 
iii Civil Rights Project, “Civil Rights Project’s Response to ‘Re-analysis’ of Charter School Study”, April 29, 2010. 
iv  
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Testimony Regarding School Choice and Student Achievement 
Prepared for the Senate Education Committee Hearing of October 13, 2010 

 
Prepared by Lawrence A. Feinberg 

Chairman, Delaware County School Boards Legislative Council 
Co-Chairman, Southeastern Pennsylvania School Districts’ Education Coalition 

School Board Member, School District of Haverford Township 
 
 
 
Introduction 
 
I would like to thank Chairman Piccola, Chairman Dinniman, their staff and the members of 
the Senate Education Committee for their ongoing efforts on behalf of all of the students of 
the Commonwealth and for the opportunity to submit this testimony regarding school choice 
and improving student achievement. 
 
I am fortunate to live and serve in a community that is able to provide our students with a 
quality education at a reasonable cost to our taxpayers.  I am a third term school director in 
the School District of Haverford Township and I serve as Chairman of the Delaware County 
School Boards Legislative Council.  The Legislative Council is comprised of board members 
from each of the 15 school districts in Delaware County and seeks to represent the interests 
of our 135 elected school board members, over 74,000 public school students and their 
families, and our taxpayers through a frank, open and ongoing dialogue with our state and 
federal elected officials. 
 
I also serve as Co-Chairman of the Southeastern Pennsylvania School Districts’ Education 
Coalition (SPSDEC).  SPSDEC is a growing, statewide, bipartisan grassroots advocacy 
organization now comprised of 138 volunteer school board members and administrators from 
69 school districts in Allegheny, Armstrong, Beaver, Berks, Bucks, Butler, Chester, 
Cumberland, Dauphin, Delaware, Lawrence, Lancaster, Lehigh, Mercer, Montgomery, Tioga 
and Washington Counties.  Our mission is to evaluate, discuss and inform our boards, district 
constituents and legislators on legislative issues of common interest.  SPSDEC has also 
maintained a coordinated working relationship with the South Hills Area School Districts 
Association (SHASDA), comprised of 22 school districts in western Pennsylvania. 
 
You might recall that this previous summer, SPSDEC school board members statewide 
donated over $2200 to purchase 100 copies of Diane Ravitch’s book, “The Death and Life of 
the Great American School System; How Testing and Choice are Undermining Education

 

” 
and delivered them to Pennsylvania policymakers in Harrisburg and Washington. 

I am pleased to be able to provide this testimony on behalf of the volunteer members of both 
organizations; I believe it represents their consensus views.  While involvement with these 
organizations has provided me with exposure to some of the state’s highest performing 
school districts like Mount Lebanon, Tredyffrin Easttown, Lower Merion and Radnor, it has 
also provided me with an education regarding the challenges facing some of our less 
fortunate neighbors in Wilkinsburg, Southeast Delco, William Penn and Chester Upland, who 
are pushing a rock uphill, every day. 
 
The speakers on today’s agenda include out of state national voucher advocates.  In an 
effort to provide balance I am attaching two articles as appendices to this testimony.  The 
first, by Linda Darling Hammond, Professor of Education at Stanford University, is entitled 
“What we can learn from Finland’s successful school reform.”  It describes how Finland came 
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from behind to become the world leader in student achievement. Their strategy is the 
opposite of what we’re doing in America. 
 
The second, by Diane Ravitch is entitled “In Need of a Renaissance; Real Reform Will 
Renew, Not Abandon Our Neighborhood Schools”.  Diane Ravitch was Assistant Secretary 
of Education in the administration of President George H.W. Bush.  She is Research 
Professor of Education at New York University and a senior fellow at the Brookings Institution 
in Washington, D.C.  For those of you who may not have had an opportunity to read her 
recent book, it provides a 14 page summary.  Please consider reviewing both of these 
articles. 
 
While we appreciate Mr. Guggenheim’s efforts to focus the public’s attention on education 
through his movie “Waiting for Superman” it is a reckless simplification to paint teachers’ 
unions as the problem and charter schools as the solution to a complex set of problems. 
 
We are spending $26 billion per year on education in Pennsylvania with approximately 25% 
of our students, primarily in our high-poverty urban districts, not graduating.  This is clearly 
unacceptable. 
 
In spite of the fact that there is no evidence that charter schools or vouchers are 
systematically more effective in creating higher student outcomes, Pennsylvania’s Senate 
Education Committee has signaled a clear focus and agenda: more choice, more charters, 
and vouchers.  In this testimony I would like to highlight some pertinent research, comment 
upon financial and accountability issues, and briefly discuss poverty, funding and student 
achievement before presenting some conclusions and recommendations. 
 
 
Charter Schools 
 
Since 2003, scores on the benchmark National Assessment of Educational Progress, 
considered to be the gold standard in K-12 standardized assessment, have never shown an 
advantage for charter schools as compared to regular public schools. 
 
A June 2009 Stanford University/CREDO study looked at charter performance in 15 states 
and the District of Columbia covering more than 70 percent of the nation’s charter school 
students.  It found that only 17% of charters had academic gains better than traditional public 
schools; 37% were worse and 46% showed no significant difference. 
 
A June 2010 study conducted by Mathematica Policy Research and commissioned by the 
US Department of Education found that, “On average, charter middle schools that hold 
lotteries are neither more nor less successful than traditional public schools in improving 
student achievement, behavior, and school progress. 
 
Statewide, 2008-2009 data on the Pennsylvania Department of Education’s website showed 
75 % of public schools making AYP; for the charters this was closer to 60%.   For 2009-2010, 
the Pittsburgh Tribune Review reported that about 75 percent of Pennsylvania public school 
students scored advanced or proficient in reading and math, compared with about 59 percent 
of charter school students.  When raising these statistics to charter school supporters they 
tell us that their students come from disadvantaged and challenging backgrounds.  Somehow 
that same excuse is not acceptable when mentioned by advocates of traditional public 
schools. 
 
We regularly hear that competition will improve performance for all, or that charter schools 
that do not perform will be shut down by market forces.  There are presently 135 charter 
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schools in Pennsylvania.  To my knowledge, since Pennsylvania passed its charter school 
law in 1997 only one charter school has been closed for academic performance reasons. 
 
There is little doubt, however, that the owner of Pennsylvania’s largest cyber charter, who 
took $10 million of taxpayer money from his school’s fund balance to build a state-of-the-art 
performing arts center for his town, would tell you that charters are an unbridled success; 
with potential we have not yet seen.  So would the owner of Pennsylvania’s largest charter 
school, who, according to Pennsylvania’s Campaign Finance Reporting website is able to 
regularly write $25,000 political donation checks. 
 
A June 2009 Inquirer article cited state records showing that the management company 
contracted to run the Chester Community Charter School had been paid $60.6 million in 
public funds since 1999.  Those records showed that the portion of the school's expenditures 
going to business and administration was consistently among the highest for Pennsylvania 
charter schools, and its spending percentage on instruction was among the lowest.  The 
management company had sued to block release of the records, citing trade secrets.  That 
was $60 million of taxpayer money. 
 
This past April, the Philadelphia Inquirer reported that the Superintendent of one of the 
highest performing public school districts in the state, with 6943 students was being paid 
$201,800; compare that with the reported salaries of 5 Philadelphia charter school CEO’s 
and their respective enrollments: $241,033/588 students, $193,510/929 students, 
$189,844/155 students, $155,000/896 students and $153,629/1202 students. 
 
It is interesting to note that at the same time that we have been debating whether to 
consolidate school districts to save money on buildings, superintendents and senior staff we 
would advocate creating additional charter schools, each with their attendant overhead costs.  
Difficult enough in traditional public schools, public scrutiny and accountability become all the 
more difficult as these entities and their attendant for-profit management companies 
proliferate.  Charter school boards should be subject to the same accountability and reporting 
requirements as traditional public school boards. 
 
In Pennsylvania’s recent gubernatorial primary three charter school supporters contributed 
$5 million to one candidate.  Charter schools have become the crack cocaine of foundation 
and corporate giving. 
 
By comparison, an August 18, 2010 article by the Commonwealth Foundation noted that so 
far, PSEA-PACE had contributed $492,460 in the 2009-2010 election, with $227,300 going to 
members of the House, $67,700 to members of the Senate, $177,459.59 to gubernatorial 
candidate Dan Onorato and $20,000 to Governor Rendell. 
 
In her recent book  “The Death and Life of the Great American School System; How Testing 
and Choice are Undermining Education”. Former Assistant Secretary of Education Diane 
Ravitch makes the following observation regarding charters:  “Given the money and power 
behind charter schools (Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, Walton Family Foundation, Eli 
and Edythe Broad Foundation, Obama Administration/RTT), it seems likely that they are here 
to stay.  If we continue on the present course, with big foundations and the federal 
government investing heavily in opening more charter schools, the result is predictable.  
Charter schools in urban centers will enroll the motivated children of the poor, while the 
regular public schools will become schools of last resort for those who never applied or were 
rejected.  The regular public schools will enroll a disproportionate share of students with 
learning disabilities and students who are classified as English-language learners; they will 
enroll the kids from the most troubled home circumstances, the ones with the worst 
attendance records and the lowest grades and test scores.” 
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Our accountability measures should be adjusted so we do not further penalize public schools 
whose test scores have fallen because the highest performing students have been pulled 
out. 
 
Vouchers 
 
A GAO report to Congress on the Cleveland and Milwaukee voucher programs noted that the 
most credible research found “little or no difference in voucher and public school students’ 
performance.”  A federal evaluation of the Washington, D.C. voucher experiment discovered 
the same, as did a 2010 Ohio Department of Education report on the 14,000 students in the 
Columbus voucher program. 
 
A US Department of Education report released in July, 2006 showed that students attending 
public schools generally did as well as or better than comparable students in private schools.  
That report examined test scores of 700,000 fourth and eighth graders at public schools and 
those of 25,000 private school students.  It found that when students of like economic, racial 
and family backgrounds were compared, public school students did as well as or better than 
those in private school in fourth grade reading and math and in eighth grade math. The 
exception was eighth grade reading, in which private school students did better. 
 
Vouchers simply abandon public schools, diverting attention, commitment and critical dollars 
to pay tuition for a few students, including many who already are in private school. 
 
Vouchers virtually eliminate public accountability.  Private schools are not required to 
administer NCLB tests, meet annual AYP targets or report test scores or finances to the 
public.  They are not required to hire “highly qualified” teachers, nor do they have to accept 
all students. 
 
Vouchers leave behind many disadvantaged students because private schools may not 
accept them or do not offer the special services they need.  Vouchers give choices to private 
schools, not parents.  Private schools decide if they want to accept vouchers, and then how 
many students they want to admit. 
 
Unlike private schools or charter schools, regular public schools are required to accept, and 
expected to educate every student.  By law, public schools must accept any student that 
wants to attend regardless of their income level, race, religion, disability, English language 
capabilities or commitment level of their parents.  Additionally, public schools are 
accountable to taxpayers and must make all student test score, budgeting and spending 
information available to the public. 
 
We do not believe that public funds should be diverted to religious schools of any kind, be 
they Christian, Catholic, Protestant, Quaker, Jewish, Muslim, etc. 
 
Private schools have zero accountability to the state or the public, and should get zero public 
dollars.  Private schools' ability to reject underprivileged kids for reasons that would be illegal 
for public schools creates a "slanted playing field." 
 
 
Poverty, Funding and Student Achievement  
 
Our students’ standardized test scores are a very valid and reliable indication of the size of 
their parents’ homes and their parents’ income. 
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The strongest predictor of student success in school has long been family income and 
parents' education level.  There is no argument that  too many students attending 
underfunded schools with high levels of poverty are not scoring well on standardized tests 
and are not graduating. 
 
Proposed “Opportunity Scholarship” and “Empowerment” legislation cite PSSA results as 
criteria for providing vouchers or for additional sanctions, takeovers, staffing changes, charter 
conversions or school closings.  We are apparently less willing to acknowledge the results of 
the Legislature’s efforts to implement the funding formula generated by the Costing Out 
Study, which show that Pennsylvania’s Student Achievement on the PSSAs has risen for the 
8th consecutive year and that the gains in academic achievement demonstrated by the 
PSSA scores for 2010 are confirmed by Pennsylvania’s recent scores on the National 
Assessment of Education Progress (NAEP). 
 
In 2009 nearly 80% of Pennsylvania’s public schools made AYP under the No Child Left 
Behind law.  Moving towards equity in spending was a key item.  Driving that progress were 
the school districts that have received the most significant increases in state resources since 
2002.  These districts have seen an average 37 percent increase in the proportion of 
students performing at grade level in reading and math. 
 
A September 14, 2010 press release from PDE reported the following: 
  
Eighty-two percent of Pennsylvania schools met the required academic goals for the federal 
No Child Left Behind (NCLB) law for 2010, with record numbers of students performing at 
grade level in reading and math on the state’s PSSA tests.  Overall, three quarters of 
Pennsylvania students are now achieving at grade level, and the smallest percentage of 
students ever, scored at the lowest level since the inception of the PSSAs.  
  
“The Center for Education Policy told us last year that Pennsylvania was the only state in the 
nation to make academic gains across the board from 2002 through 2008,” said Governor 
Rendell. “These terrific numbers show that we are continuing that trend and more. Student 
achievement has increased in every subject, at all tested grade levels and for all ethnic, 
racial and economic subgroups of students since 2002 -- the eighth straight year of student 
performance gains. I congratulate our teachers, the entire education community, the General 
Assembly, and, especially, our students for these outstanding achievements.” 
  
The Governor also noted that Pennsylvania schools are succeeding at decreasing the 
number of students who are years behind grade level; the number of students performing at 
the lowest level has been cut in half since 2002. He pointed out that as NCLB achievement 
targets increase next year, having more students closer to grade level will make it easier for 
schools to reach those higher targets.    
  
This year’s PSSA scores also show that Pennsylvania schools are increasing the number of 
students who are performing at the highest levels. Since 2003, nearly 300,000 additional 
students are performing at advanced levels. More students performing beyond grade level 
means more students can focus on accelerated course work and graduate well prepared for 
college and the workplace.  
  
Called the Nation’s Report Card, NAEP is the only current national assessment of student 
performance.  NAEP’s most recent scores, reported last spring, demonstrated that the rate of 
improvement of Pennsylvania students was significantly better than the national average: 
  
• In 2003, eight states outperformed Pennsylvania in fourth-grade math; in 2009 
Pennsylvania was among the top four performers in the nation.  
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• In 2003, 16 states showed better results than Pennsylvania in eighth-grade math; by this 
year, there are only seven that are doing better than Pennsylvania. 
• In 2003, 14 states had better results than Pennsylvania in fourth-grade reading; this year, 
Pennsylvania is among the top six.   
• In 2003, 11 states beat Pennsylvania for top ranking in eighth-grade reading; today 
Pennsylvania has the best scores in the nation.  
 
We are making progress. 
 
Though it is by no means the only factor, funding absolutely does matter. 
 
 
Conclusions/Recommendations 
 
There should be a level playing field of accountability, mandates and oversight for both 
traditional and charter public schools.  Mandate relief is one of the ways that charter schools 
are given more flexibility to perform efficiently; our traditional public schools (and our 
taxpayers) could certainly benefit from similar relief measures.  After Senator Dinniman was 
kind enough to meet with 35 SPSDEC members last month we forwarded him a nine page 
listing compiled by PSBA of statutory mandates imposed upon school districts from 2000 
through 2010.  Charter school boards should be subject to the same reporting requirements 
and oversight by the State Ethics Commission as traditional school boards.  The public has a 
right to know how public funds are spent by schools and by private management firms that 
receive those funds. 
 
We acknowledge Auditor General Jack Wagner’s call for a moratorium on the creation of 
additional charter schools until a fair and equitable solution to the funding issue is reached.  
In 2007 I provided testimony to the House Education Committee and to the Governor’s Task 
Force on School Cost Reduction regarding cyber charter funding.  Let’s get this done and 
move on; it is long overdue. 
 
School choice alone will not help every school improve.  Rather than closing struggling 
schools and replacing them with charters, the focus ought to be on what we can learn from 
successful charter schools and how that can help us to improve all schools.  The state 
should be aggressively promoting best practices of successful charters and equally 
aggressive in shutting down those that have not performed. 
 
After reading SB 1405, Charlotte Hummel, a Board President and colleague of mine in the 
neighboring William Penn School District sent me this note: “Let me ask you this:  If a "failing" 
school's student can get a taxpayer funded scholarship to a private school, shouldn't the 
private school have to demonstrate via standardized test scores that THAT school isn't also a 
failing school  AND, isn't it more logical that the students who be given the scholarships 
actually be among those who are scoring at basic or below basic?  That way the kids who 
are failing (or are being "failed" by their public schools) are the ones to actually get the 
benefit of private education.  
  
If we take all the failing kids out of the public schools our scores will go way up...If we take 
the kids who are succeeding in public schools out, won't that just further guarantee more 
"failure" on the part of public schools.   Can we propose legislation to give taxpayer 
scholarships to kids who are scoring basic or below basic?.... I'd be in favor of THAT!” 
 
Ms. Hummel’s points are valid  – is it fair to further penalize a public school whose scores 
have fallen because the best performing students have been pulled out?  Why aren’t the 
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proposed opportunity scholarships specifically directed to those students who are performing 
at or below basic? 
 
The significant and critical issue with charters and vouchers is that they divert scarce 
resources, commitment and attention away from efforts to implement proven strategies that 
work, like reducing the percentage of disadvantaged students per school, providing quality 
early childhood education and other social services to families that cannot afford them, 
increasing time on task through flexible scheduling with extended days and extended school 
years, providing tutoring and extra help for students who are below grade level, implementing 
programs to increase parental involvement and making sure that there are trained teachers 
in every classroom of every school. 
 
In contrast to charters and vouchers, the research is quite clear that the most significant 
factors in improving student achievement are highly qualified, effective teaching, smaller 
class size and adequate instructional resources.  We should be looking at how to attract, 
train, mentor and retain competent, experienced teachers in every classroom. 
 
We should be relentless in seeking out best practices that work, publicizing them, making 
them available to all schools and helping all schools to implement them.  To my knowledge, 
there is presently no “Office of Best Practices” in the Pennsylvania Department of Education. 
 
Let me present another perspective on the “competition” that is touted to help our kids.  Two 
teams are choosing up sides for a schoolyard pickup game.  Team X chooses all the tall 
kids.  Team Y chooses all the Special Ed kids.  Team X chooses all the fast kids.  Team Y 
chooses all the English language learners.  Team X chooses all the kids who may not be tall 
or fast, but have the guts and drive to perform.  Team Y takes everyone else.  How do you 
anticipate that the game will turn out?  What happens to the kids on Team Y? 
 
There is intrinsic value in neighborhood schools and in public education where all types of 
students learn together.  We should not discard this casually. 
 
If we are talking about choice, our state policymakers should be choosing to focus their 
attention, energy, experience, talent, creativity, commitment and passion on serving all 
students, not just on expanding charter schools and initiating vouchers for a few. 
 
The real work of school board members is improving student achievement.  We are not from 
out of state; we are on the ground and in the trenches and are a willing and able resource.  
Our “special interests” are our children and our taxpayers.  We welcome the opportunity to 
continue to work with you to improve public education for all of Pennsylvania’s students. 
 
Thank you for your time and attention considering these remarks.  I would welcome any 
questions or comments. 
 
Sincerely, 
 

 
 
Lawrence A. Feinberg 
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What we can learn from Finland’s 
successful school reform. 
Finland came from behind to become the world leader in student 
achievement. Their strategy is the opposite of what we’re doing in 
America. 

Used with permission from the Publisher. From Darling-Hammond, Linda, The 
Flat World and Education: How America’s Commitment to Equity Will Determine 
Our Future, New York: Teachers College Press, © 2010 by Teachers College, 
Columbia University. This excerpt originally ran as “Steady Work: Finland Builds 
a Strong Teaching and Learning System” in the Summer 2010 issue of 
Rethinking Schools, Volume 24, Number 4. 

By Linda Darling-Hammond 

One wonders what we might accomplish as a nation if we could finally set aside 
what appears to be our de facto commitment to inequality, so profoundly at odds 
with our rhetoric of equity, and put the millions of dollars spent continually 
arguing and litigating into building a high-quality education system for all 
children. To imagine how that might be done, one can look at nations that 
started with very little and purposefully built highly productive and equitable 
systems, sometimes almost from scratch, in the space of only two to three 
decades. 

As an example, I am going to briefly describe how Finland built a strong 
educational system, nearly from the ground up. Finland was not succeeding 
educationally in the 1970s, when the United States was the unquestioned 
education leader in the world. Yet this country created a productive teaching and 
learning system by expanding access while investing purposefully in ambitious 
educational goals using strategic approaches to build teaching capacity. 

I use the term “teaching and learning system” advisedly to describe a set of 
elements that, when well designed and connected, reliably support all students in 
their learning. These elements ensure that students routinely encounter well-
prepared teachers who are working in concert around a thoughtful, high-quality 
curriculum, supported by appropriate materials and assessments—and that these 
elements of the system help students, teachers, leaders, and the system as a 
whole continue to learn and improve. Although no system from afar can be 
transported wholesale into another context, there is much to learn from the 
experiences of those who have addressed problems we also encounter. 

The Finnish Success Story 

Finland has been a poster child for school improvement since it rapidly climbed to 
the top of the international rankings after it emerged from the Soviet Union’s 
shadow. Once poorly ranked educationally, with a turgid bureaucratic system 
that produced low-quality education and large inequalities, it now ranks first 
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among all the OECD nations (Organization for Economic Cooperation and 
Development—roughly, the so-called “developed” nations) on the PISA (Program 
for International Student Assessments), an international test for 15-year-olds in 
language, math, and science literacy. The country also boasts a highly equitable 
distribution of achievement, even for its growing share of immigrant students. 

“In a Finnish classroom, it is rare to see a teacher standing at the front of a 
classroom lecturing students for 50 minutes.”  

In a recent analysis of educational reform policies, Finnish policy analyst Pasi 
Sahlberg describes how, since the 1970s, Finland has changed its traditional 
education system “into a model of a modern, publicly financed education system 
with widespread equity, good quality, large participation—all of this at reasonable 
cost.” 

—Linda Darling-Hammond 

(Sahlberg, 2009, p. 2.)

Although there was a sizable achievement gap among students in the 1970s, 
strongly correlated to socio-economic status, this gap has been progressively 
reduced as a result of curriculum reforms started in the 1980s. By 2006, 
Finland’s between-school variance on the PISA science scale was only 5 percent, 
whereas the average between-school variance in other OECD nations was about 
33 percent. (Large between-school variation is generally related to social 
inequality.) 

 More than 99 percent of students now successfully 
complete compulsory basic education, and about 90 percent complete upper 
secondary school. Two-thirds of these graduates enroll in universities or 
professionally oriented polytechnic schools. More than 50 percent of the Finnish 
adult population participates in adult education programs. Ninety-eight percent 
of the cost of education at all levels is covered by government rather than by 
private sources. 

The overall variation in achievement among Finnish students is also smaller than 
that of nearly all the other OECD countries. This is true despite the fact that 
immigration from nations with lower levels of education has increased sharply in 
recent years, and there is more linguistic and cultural diversity for schools to 
contend with. One recent analysis notes that in some urban schools the number 
of immigrant children or those whose mother tongue is not Finnish approaches 
50 percent. 

Although most immigrants are still from places like Sweden, the most rapidly 
growing newcomer groups since 1990 have been from Afghanistan, Bosnia, 
India, Iran, Iraq, Serbia, Somalia, Turkey, Thailand, and Vietnam. These new 
immigrants speak more than 60 languages. Yet achievement has been climbing 
in Finland and growing more equitable. 

Strategies for Reform 

Because of these trends, many people have turned to Finland for clues to 
educational transformation. As one analyst notes: 

"Most visitors to Finland discover elegant school buildings filled with calm 
children and highly educated teachers. They also recognize the large autonomy 
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that schools enjoy, little interference by the central education administration in 
schools’ everyday lives, systematic methods to address problems in the lives of 
students, and targeted professional help for those in need." 

Leaders in Finland attribute the gains to their intensive investments in teacher 
education—all teachers receive three years of high-quality graduate level 
preparation completely at state expense—plus a major overhaul of the 
curriculum and assessment system designed to ensure access to a “thinking 
curriculum” for all students. A recent analysis of the Finnish system summarized 
its core principles as follows: 

(Sahlbert, 2009, p. 
7) 

 Resources for those who need them most.  
 High standards and supports for special needs.  
 Qualified teachers.  
 Evaluation of education.  
 Balancing decentralization and centralization. 

The process of change has been almost the reverse of policies in the United 
States. Over the past 40 years, Finland has shifted from a highly centralized 
system emphasizing external testing to a more localized system in which highly 
trained teachers design curriculum around the very lean national standards. This 
new system is implemented through equitable funding and extensive preparation 
for all teachers. The logic of the system is that investments in the capacity of 
local teachers and schools to meet the needs of all students, coupled with 
thoughtful guidance about goals, can unleash the benefits of local creativity in 
the cause of common, equitable outcomes. 

(Laukkanen, 2008, p. 319) 

Meanwhile, the United States has been imposing more external testing—often 
exacerbating differential access to curriculum—while creating more inequitable 
conditions in local schools. Resources for children and schools, in the form of 
both overall funding and the presence of trained, experienced teachers, have 
become more disparate in many states, thus undermining the capacity of schools 
to meet the outcomes that are ostensibly sought. Sahlberg notes that Finland 
has taken a very different path. He observes: 

"The Finns have worked systematically over 35 years to make sure that 
competent professionals who can craft the best learning conditions for all 
students are in all schools, rather than thinking that standardized instruction and 
related testing can be brought in at the last minute to improve student learning 
and turn around failing schools."  (Sahlberg, 2009, p. 22)

Sahlberg identifies a set of global reforms, undertaken especially in the Anglo-
Saxon countries, that Finland has not adopted, including standardization of 
curriculum enforced by frequent external tests; narrowing of the curriculum to 
basic skills in reading and mathematics; reduced use of innovative teaching 
strategies; adoption of educational ideas from external sources, rather than 
development of local internal capacity for innovation and problem-solving; and 
adoption of high-stakes accountability policies, featuring rewards and sanctions 
for students, teachers, and schools. By contrast, he suggests: 
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"Finnish education policies are a result of four decades of systematic, mostly 
intentional, development that has created a culture of diversity, trust, and 
respect within Finnish society in general, and within its education system in 
particular.. Education sector development has been grounded on equal 
opportunities for all, equitable distribution of resources rather than competition, 
intensive early interventions for prevention, and building gradual trust among 
education practitioners, especially teachers." (Sahberg, p. 10)

Equity in opportunity to learn is supported in many ways in addition to basic 
funding. 

  

Finnish schools are generally small (fewer than 300 pupils) with relatively small 
class sizes (in the 20s), and are uniformly well equipped. The notion of caring for 
students educationally and personally is a central principle in the schools. All 
students receive a free meal daily, as well as free health care, transportation, 
learning materials, and counseling in their schools, so that the foundations for 
learning are in place. Beyond that, access to quality curriculum and teachers has 
become a central aspect of Finnish educational policy. 

Improving Curriculum Content and Access 

Beginning in the 1970s, Finland launched reforms to equalize educational 
opportunity by first eliminating the practice of separating students into very 
different tracks based on their test scores, and then by eliminating the 
examinations themselves. This occurred in two stages between 1972 and 1982, 
and a common curriculum, through the end of high school, was developed 
throughout the entire system. These changes were intended to equalize 
educational outcomes and provide more open access to higher education. During 
this time, social supports for children and families were also enacted, including 
health and dental care, special education services, and transportation to schools. 

By the late 1970s, investment in teachers was an additional focus. Teacher 
education was improved and extended. Policy makers decided that if they 
invested in very skillful teachers, they could allow local schools more autonomy 
to make decisions about what and how to teach—a reaction against the 
oppressive, centralized system they sought to overhaul. 

This bet seems to have paid off. By the mid-1990s, the country had ended the 
highly regulated system of curriculum management (reflected in older curriculum 
guides that had exceeded 700 pages of prescriptions). The current national core 
curriculum is a much leaner document—featuring fewer than 10 pages of 
guidance for all of mathematics, for example—that guides teachers in collectively 
developing local curriculum and assessments. The focus of 1990s curricular 
reform was on science, technology, and innovation, leading to an emphasis on 
teaching students how to think creatively and manage their own learning. 

There are no external standardized tests used to rank students or schools in 
Finland, and most teacher feedback to students is in narrative form, emphasizing 
descriptions of their learning progress and areas for growth. As in the NAEP 
exams in the United States, samples of students are evaluated on open-ended 
assessments at the end of the second and ninth grades to inform curriculum and 
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school investments. The focus is on using information to drive learning and 
problem-solving, rather than punishment. 

Finland maintains one exam prior to attending university: the matriculation 
exam, organized and evaluated by a matriculation exam board appointed by the 
Finnish Ministry of Education. Although not required for graduation or entry into 
a university, it is common practice for students to take this set of four open-
ended exams that emphasize problem-solving, analysis, and writing. Teachers 
use official guidelines to grade the matriculation exams locally, and samples of 
the grades are re-examined by professional raters hired by the matriculation 
exam board. Although it is counterintuitive to those accustomed to external 
testing as a means of accountability, Finland’s use of school-based, student-
centered, open-ended tasks embedded in the curriculum is often touted as an 
important reason for the nation’s success on the international exams. 

The national core curriculum provides teachers with recommended assessment 
criteria for specific grades in each subject and in the overall final assessment of 
student progress each year. Local schools and teachers then use those guidelines 
to craft a more detailed curriculum and set of learning outcomes at each school, 
as well as approaches to assessing benchmarks in the curriculum. According to 
the Finnish National Board of Education, the main purpose of assessing students 
is to guide and encourage students’ own reflection and self-assessment. 
Teachers give students formative and summative reports both through verbal 
and narrative feedback. Inquiry is a major focus of learning in Finland, and 
assessment is used to cultivate students’ active learning skills by asking open-
ended questions and helping students address them. 

In a Finnish classroom, it is rare to see a teacher standing at the front of a 
classroom lecturing students for 50 minutes. Instead, students are likely to 
determine their own weekly targets with their teachers in specific subject areas 
and choose the tasks they will work on at their own pace. In a typical classroom, 
students are likely to be walking around, rotating through workshops or 
gathering information, asking questions of their teacher, and working with other 
students in small groups. They may be completing independent or group projects 
or writing articles for their own magazine. The cultivation of independence and 
active learning allows students to develop metacognitive skills that help them to 
frame, tackle, and solve problems; evaluate and improve their own work; and 
guide their learning processes in productive ways. 

Improving Teaching 

Greater investments in teacher education began in the 1970s with the 
expectation that teachers would move from three-year normal school programs 
to four- to five-year programs of study. During the 1990s, the country 
overhauled preparation once again to focus more on teaching diverse learners 
higher-order skills like problem-solving and critical thinking in research-based 
master’s degree programs. Preparing teachers for a research-based profession 
has been the central idea of teacher education developments in Finland. 

Prospective teachers are competitively selected from the pool of college 
graduates—only 15 percent of those who apply are admitted—and receive a 
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three-year graduate-level teacher preparation program, entirely free of charge 
and with a living stipend. Unlike the United States, where teachers either go into 
debt to prepare for a profession that will pay them poorly or enter with little or 
no training, Finland made the decision to invest in a uniformly well-prepared 
teaching force by recruiting top candidates and paying them to go to school. 
Slots in teacher training programs are highly coveted and shortages are virtually 
unheard of. 

Teachers’ preparation includes both extensive coursework on how to teach—with 
a strong emphasis on using research based on state-of-the-art practice—and at 
least a full year of clinical experience in a school associated with the university. 
These model schools are intended to develop and model innovative practices, as 
well as to foster research on learning and teaching. Teachers are trained in 
research methods so that they can “contribute to an increase of the problem-
solving capacity of the education system.” 

Within these model schools, student teachers participate in problem-solving 
groups, a common feature in Finnish schools. The problem-solving groups 
engage in a cycle of planning, action, and reflection/evaluation that is reinforced 
throughout the teacher education program and is, in fact, a model for what 
teachers will plan for their own students, who are expected to incorporate similar 
kinds of research and inquiry in their own studies. Indeed, the entire system is 
intended to improve through continual reflection, evaluation, and problem-
solving at the level of the classroom, school, municipality, and nation. 

(Buchberger and Buchberger, p. 10) 

Teachers learn how to create challenging curriculum and how to develop and 
evaluate local performance assessments that engage students in research and 
inquiry on a regular basis. Teacher training emphasizes learning how to teach 
students who learn in different ways, including those with special needs. It 
includes a strong emphasis on “multiculturality” and the “prevention of learning 
difficulties and exclusion,” as well as on the understanding of learning, thoughtful 
assessment, and curriculum development. The egalitarian Finns reasoned that if 
teachers learn to help students who struggle, they will be able to teach all 
students more effectively and, indeed, leave no child behind. 

Most teachers now hold master’s degrees in both their content area and in 
education, and they are well prepared to teach diverse learners—including 
special-needs students—for deep understanding, and to use formative 
performance assessments on a regular basis to inform their teaching so it meets 
students’ needs. Teachers are well trained both in research methods and in 
pedagogical practice. Consequently, they are sophisticated diagnosticians, and 
they work together collegially to design instruction that meets the demands of 
the subject matter as well as the needs of their students. 

In Finland, like other high-achieving nations, schools provide time for regular 
collaboration among teachers on issues of instruction. Teachers in Finnish 
schools meet at least one afternoon each week to jointly plan and develop 
curriculum, and schools in the same municipality are encouraged to work 
together to share materials. Time is also provided for professional development 
within the teachers’ workweek. As is true in many other European and Asian 
nations, nearly half of teachers’ school time is used to hone practice through 
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school-based curriculum work, collective planning, and cooperation with parents, 
which allows schools and families to work more closely together on behalf of 
students. The result is that: 

"Finnish teachers are conscious, critical consumers of professional development 
and inservice training services. Just as the professional level of the teaching 
cadre has increased over the past two decades, so has the quality of teacher 
professional development support. Most compulsory, traditional inservice training 
has disappeared. In its place are school- or municipality-based longer term 
programs and professional development opportunities. Continuous upgrading of 
teachers’ pedagogical professionalism has become a right rather than an 
obligation. This shift in teachers’ learning conditions and styles often reflects 
ways that classroom learning is arranged for pupils. As a consequence of 
strengthened professionalism in schools, it has become understood that teachers 
and schools are responsible for their own work and also solve most problems 
rather than shift them elsewhere. Today the Finnish teaching profession is on a 
par with other professional workers; teachers can diagnose problems in their 
classrooms and schools, apply evidence-based and often alternative solutions to 
them, and evaluate and analyze the impact of implemented procedures." 

The focus on instruction and the development of professional practice in Finland’s 
approach to organizing the education system has led, according to all reports, to 
an increased prevalence of effective teaching methods in schools. Furthermore, 
efforts to enable schools to learn from each other have led to “lateral capacity 
building”: the widespread adoption of effective practices and experimentation 
with innovative approaches across the system, “encouraging teachers and 
schools to continue to expand their repertoires of teaching methods and 
individualizing teaching to meet the needs of all students.” 

(Sahlberg, 2007, p. 155) 

A Finnish official noted this key lesson learned from the reforms that allowed 
Finland to climb from an inequitable, mediocre education system to the very top 
of the international rankings: 

(Sahlberg, 2007, p. 
167) 

"Empowerment of the teaching profession produces good results. Professional 
teachers should have space for innovation, because they should try to find new 
ways to improve learning. Teachers should not be seen as technicians whose 
work is to implement strictly dictated syllabi, but rather as professionals who 
know how to improve learning for all. All this creates a big challenge . . . that 
certainly calls for changes in teacher education programs. Teachers are ranked 
highest in importance, because educational systems work through them." 

Finland has undertaken these elements in a systemic fashion, rather than 
pouring energy into a potpourri of innovations and then changing course every 
few years, as has often been the case in many communities in the United States, 
especially in large cities. And while this small nation has conducted this work on 
a national level, similar strategies have been employed at the state or provincial 
level in high-scoring Australia, New Zealand, and Canada, and provinces like 
Hong Kong and Macao in China, also with positive outcomes. 

(Laukkanen, 2008) 
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They demonstrate how it is possible to build a system in which students are 
routinely taught by well-prepared teachers who work together to create a 
thoughtful, high-quality curriculum, supported by appropriate materials and 
assessments that enable ongoing learning for students, teachers, and schools 
alike. 
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education system as a condition of success? An analysis of the 'Finnish Case,' in 
F. Buchberger and S. Berghammer (Eds.), Education policy analysis in a 
cmparative perspective 

P. Sahlberg, 2007, Education policies for raising student learning: The Finnish 
approach, Journal of Education Policy 

 

P. Sahlberg, 2009, Educational Change in Finland, in A. Hargreaves, M. Fullan, A. 
Lieberman, and D. Hopkins (Eds.), International Handbook of Educational 
Change 

Linda Darling-Hammond 

 

is the Charles E. Ducommun Professor of Education 
at Stanford University.  
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 Good Afternoon, my name is Reverend Kevin R. Johnson, and I am the Senior 

Pastor of Bright Hope Baptist Church in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania and President of 

Bridge of Hope Community Development Corporation, a CDC of Bright Hope. I 

appreciate the opportunity to speak on the issue of School Choice/Opportunity 

Scholarships. 

 Bright Hope Baptist Church is located in the heart of North Philadelphia, a 

predominantly African American neighborhood adjacent to Temple University. 

 In addition to the spiritual well-being and development of our congregants, we 

are also committed to the revitalization and stabilization of our community as well as 

educational advancement and the economic empowerment of our people. 

 In Philadelphia African Americans represent approximately 50% of the 

population of neighborhoods with approximately 30% or more poverty.  Needless to 

say that, along with poverty comes ill health and mortality not to mention a diminished 

quality of life.  In 2005, over 33% of Philadelphia's homicide victims were between the 

ages of 18 and 24.  Seventy-nine (79%) of Philadelphia's homicide victims were African-

American. Ninety percent (90%) were male and eighty-percent (80%) involved a gun.  

In 2006, there were 406-recorded murders—with Philadelphia's violent crime levels 

being worse than the national average.  In fact, these are not mere statistics to me.   



3  Testimony on School Choice:  Pastor Kevin R. Johnson: 13 October 2010:  Harrisburg, PA 

 

 Approximately ten days ago, at Bright Hope I preached the eulogy at the funeral 

of a vibrant, hopeful, energetic sixteen-year old young man who had hopes of going to 

college to become an engineer upon graduating from high school.  Unfortunately, for 

him that will never happen. He was gunned down in a senseless act of violence.  As a 

pastor, I was blessed with the opportunity, on that day, to appeal to a church packed 

with teenagers to seek AND examine the direction in which they were headed—to look 

carefully at the road they were on and be honest about where it would lead them. At the 

end of the service 22 young people and a few mothers came forward expressing a desire 

to go in a new direction. 

 I share this with you because in the universal discussion about School Choice we 

cannot ignore the underlying issues that fuel the debate – equality, access and 

empowerment. 

 Like many of my peers, I am the product of the public schools.  As a Texas native, 

I was educated in the Austin Independent School District, including magnet schools.  I 

know the value of a solid public school education.  I received one.  Today, I still believe 

in the value of a public school education, with one major caveat -- significant, 

substantive educational reform. 
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 While we are making tremendous strides in Philadelphia under our current, 

School Superintendent, Dr. Arlene Ackerman, whom I greatly admire, we have a long 

way to go. 

 Public education is in need of major reform.  The pros and cons of School choice 

have been swallowed up in debate for at least over a decade.  I am concerned that the 

debate will continue without any real change.  Schools are under-funded and under 

pressure to improve test scores.  So our children are learning to take tests rather than 

achieve academically.    

 The bottom line is this:  School choice is largely about being able to 

afford to move into a neighborhood where schools with the best programs 

are found.  Hence, for many it is a question of affordability.  It should not be.  

While new policies, market based approaches and competition for funding may be 

important, they are only a small part of the solution.  School Choice without 

educational reform will not work.  Public schools are in dire need of educational 

reform.   

 Quality, accessible, innovative education is dying, yet like a patient on life 

support, is being kept alive by policies that do not help the poor and the 

disenfranchised. As a result, the educational system keeps producing unhealthy 

offspring in the form schools where there is no innovation among the teachers and 
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administration, no interest among the students, parents at a loss and everyone focused 

simply on surviving a day at a time.  To make matters worse, there is no accountability 

in the medicine being administered. So I ask you, where is the choice in that? 

 Educational reform must become the goal. Without it, our children will 

fail, and THAT will be a failure in the community, the City, the Commonwealth and the 

nation.  

 Dr. Benjamin Mays said,  “It must be borne in mind that the tragedy of 

life does not lie in not reaching your goal. The tragedy of life lies in having 

no goal to reach.” 

 



 
 
 
 
October 5, 2010 
 
Dear Friends, 
 
With the current crisis for our city youth – budget cutbacks for the already low 
performing schools - the turmoil of city politics – together with the increase of the 
senseless violent attacks in the city, we see an urgent need – now - to find some way to 
offer some hope, some sort of better chance for the future of our city youth, especially 
those who need and are willing to see their own way out. Unfortunately, these chances 
are severely limited when most of our city youth are from low income families struggling 
to survive all the chaos themselves. 
 
Joshua Group is a United Way and private foundation supported at-risk youth mentoring 
organization in the business of helping city youth to help themselves by showing them 
the way of taking control and responsibility for their own academic success. We are 
located in one of Harrisburg’s toughest neighborhoods providing resources for youth in 
this neighborhood looking for options and guidance with their struggles. This includes 
providing tuition assistance for those who ask us to help them get into one of the city’s 
private schools as their way of helping themselves.  
 
Our private schools is where these youth are finding their best academic turn around, the 
very kind needed for their future, the kind of success that is difficult to find in our city 
public schools right now. In this program, this year, we are mentoring some 40 city kids 
who asked to leave public school for private school for just that reason. To qualify, each 
student must agree to attend all of our in-school and after-school tutoring sessions, their 
parent(s), guardian must invest some portion in the tuition costs and each must maintain a  
C or better grade average to continue in the program.  
 
Our message from these students is that after all available EITC and scholarship monies 
have been applied, their out of pocket tuition costs are over $70,000. All of this has to be 
raised separately from our operational funding. We are asking you to please consider 
helping these students help themselves the best way you can. Your generosity, either 
through the EITC or private donation, will enable our disadvantaged urban youth to 
realize their dream of a better education and all the opportunities that a quality education 
can afford.  Please help them keep the dream alive. 
 
Please see the attached documents to find out how our students are fairing and how you 
can help. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Kirk Hallett 



Challenges faced by youth from the Allison Hill neighborhood, Harrisburg: 
 
• Highest incidence of violent crimes and drug activity for the city of Harrisburg. 
• Over 39% of families with children under the age of 18 live below the poverty 

line, most headed by a single mom. 
• Almost 50% of adults are unemployed. 
• Harrisburg city high school graduation rate of 75%; a 14% dropout rate among 

youth living on Allison Hill. 
• Most Allison Hill children perform 2 grade levels behind their peers across the 

state. 
• More than 55 % of the city high school students scored below Basic Reading 

Proficiency. 
• Greater than 70 % of the city high school students score below Basic Math 

Proficiency. 
 
 
Joshua Group Private School Program Impact:  
  

• All Joshua Group students are identified as being at-risk for school failure and 
come from low-income families living in the inner city neighborhood described 
above. 

• Joshua Group provides academic, financial, social, and logistical support for any 
and all of our students who desire to take control of their education-and their 
future-by attending one of the city’s private schools or SciTech, the city’s magnet 
high school, in order to take full advantage of the more rigorous educational 
opportunities offered there. 

• Every week over 80 under-served city youth participate in our Monday through 
Thursday J Crew After-School intensive tutoring and mentoring programs.  
Program participants are students attending Bishop McDevitt High School, 
SciTech High School, John Harris High School, William Penn, Rowland Middle, 
Lincoln School, Holy Family School, and Cathedral School. 

• Each school day over 40 students receive Joshua Group In-school tutoring and 
mentoring support as part of their school day. 

• Promotion to the next grade was achieved by 100% of Joshua Group supported K-
8 and high school students in the private school program during 2009-2010 year. 

• Improved academic performance (C average or better) was achieved by 80% of 
the K-8 and high school students in our private school program. 

• A 95% attendance record was achieved by 85% of the students in the Joshua 
Group private school program, and 82% of those students met behavioral targets, 
in and out of school.  

• Residential Housing was provided for 5 young men attending private school this 
past year. 

 
 









 

 

 
 
October 8, 2010 
 
The Honorable Jeffrey E. Piccola 
Senate P.O. Box 203015 
Main Capitol Building 
Harrisburg, PA  17120 
 
The Honorable Andrew E. Dinniman 
Senate P.O. Box 203019 
Main Capitol Building 
Harrisburg, PA  17120 
 
Chairmen Piccola and Dinniman: 
 
Thank you for allowing the Pennsylvania School Boards Association to submit written comments on 
the future of school choice and opportunity scholarships in Pennsylvania. As you know, PSBA is in the 
midst of its Annual Conference, which requires all staff and officers of the association to be in 
Hershey; nevertheless we appreciate the opportunity to have our comments placed on the record.  
 
As the issues of school choice and opportunity scholarships are debated more fully in the future, we 
look forward to engaging with you in more direct dialogue about the policy considerations surrounding 
these important matters.  
 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
Timothy M. Allwein 
Assistant Executive Director for 
Governmental and Member Relations 
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Thank you Chairmen Piccola and Dinniman and members of the Senate Education Committee for 
inviting us to submit our written comments for the record on the important issues of school choice and 
opportunity scholarships. 
 
Before we get to the policy issues, we would like to explain in greater detail how PSBA views the two 
issues. The term “educational opportunity grants,” as we interpret it, refers to the provision of state 
funds to parents of students that allows them or assists them in moving their children out of one school 
and into another. We would prefer the term “school vouchers” for this type of system so that the public 
and taxpayers know that these efforts are being publicly financed by the commonwealth with tax 
dollars. These comments employ that term when talking about parental grants for educational 
purposes.  
 
 For us, “school choice” defines the current state of affairs in which parents can choose from a public 
school, a charter school or a cyber charter school and pay no tuition or a private or parochial school at 
their expense. To be clear, school choice is currently an option open to any family that wishes to 
exercise it, so calling any attempts to provide vouchers to families “school choice” is a misnomer. 
 
PSBA opposes school vouchers for a number of reasons. First and foremost, there is no evidence that 
suggests that students utilizing vouchers make any better progress in private or parochial schools than 
they did before transferring. Studies conducted in Milwaukee and Cleveland and Washington DC have 
reached the same conclusion. Second, unless the voucher provided is sufficient to pay the tuition at the 
school of choice or “receiving” schools are required to accept all voucher students, their application is 
uneven and limits the supposed benefits of the voucher only to those who attain admission to the 
school of choice. Third, allowing students from schools that have been identified as “consistently 
failing” because of the accountability system provided by the federal and state government a voucher 
to attend a private or parochial school that does not have to be accountable to the public makes no 
sense. Unless the “receiving” schools are somehow held accountable for the performance of that 
student, how can voucher programs be measured? 
 
Our final point of opposition is that voucher programs tend to ignore the very schools that parents want 
to abandon. Because voucher use is typically limited to a certain number of students, those who stay 
behind find themselves in the same or worsening situations. This final point is especially important, 
particularly because the state’s constitution specifically gives the General Assembly the responsibility 
to maintain a “thorough and efficient system of public education.” Vouchers accomplish the exact 
opposite of that directive – they completely ignore public education and abandon it.  
 
Research has shown us what works in schools, good principals, good teachers, manageable student to 
teacher ratios, a safe environment and parents who are involved in their children’s education are all 
factors that promote student achievement. It is ironic that most voucher plans do not call for any of 
these types of improvements to the public schools in most need, rather they apply this oversimplified 
“solution” to a complex problem.  
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In addition to these policy objections, we believe that vouchers would be unconstitutional in 
Pennsylvania, given the prohibitions against using funds raised for the purpose of public education for 
sectarian education and also prohibiting the distribution of funds to individuals for educational 
purposes. In fact, the constitution had to be amended in order for PHEAA to be able to make grants 
available to parents for the college tuition of their children.  We believe that the same principle applies 
in the case of school vouchers. 
 
As for school choice, we believe that parents should continue to have as many options open to them as 
possible. School districts should be encouraged to offer as many alternatives as they can to serve 
students with varying needs, unfortunately, that becomes difficult as resources become less available. 
 
It was this reasoning that led PSBA to support the creation of charter schools, to serve as an additional 
public school choice for parents. Unfortunately, many policy makers have incorrectly touted charter 
schools as the answer to the problems that beset some of our public schools. The No Child Left Behind 
Act and many state statutes make converting underperforming schools into charter schools one of the 
“solutions” for those schools. Yet, there is no proof that charter schools outperform traditional public 
schools. Most studies show that up to two-thirds of charter schools underperform traditional schools.    
 
There is also the question of how charter schools should be funded. Since Pennsylvania’s Charter 
School Law was approved in 1997, PSBA has continually raised the funding issue as one that, in our 
view, unfairly treats school districts. The Auditor General apparently agrees with us on that count. We 
agree with several of the Auditor General’s recommendations for Charter School Funding that were 
made in the report out of that office earlier this month. PSBA’s Education Research & Policy Center is 
also issuing its own report on funding that complements the earlier report it did on charter school 
academic performance.  
 
Specifically, we believe that payments to charter schools should be based on the lesser of the cost of 
providing an education in those institutions or the school district’s payment as calculated under Act 22. 
Additionally, we believe that school districts across the state should pay the same cost for resident 
students attending charter schools. It simply makes no sense for one school district to subsidize the 
attendance of other district’s children at a charter school when all are receiving the same services.  
 
While PSBA’s Legislative Platform is silent on the issue of a charter school moratorium, it makes 
sense to put some caps on the increases that school districts have to pay charter schools because of the 
financial difficulties facing districts and the state, especially if districts continue to experience revenue 
decreases from local taxes and the state cuts education funding.  
 
In summary, it is the responsibility of the Commonwealth and school districts to ensure that all 
students have the opportunity to attend schools that can provide them with the greatest educational 
opportunities available. Simply allowing certain students a school voucher to escape underperforming 
schools to attend a school that has no public accountability will not provide the types of solution that 
are expected; rather it will serve to make a bad situation worse for students who stay behind and 
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removes any responsibility for the success of that student from the public’s view, even though the 
student’s education is being paid for out of public funds.  
 
Similarly, charter schools, while they have their place in the spectrum of public school choice, cannot 
be counted on as a panacea for failing schools. The resources that a charter school removes from a 
school district should be used to help provide those things that research shows work in the public 
schools. 
 
We thank you for this opportunity to provide our written comments on these issues and look forward to 
the upcoming debate.  
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