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March 17, 2000 

Letters to the Editor 
Washington Post 
1150 15th Street, NW 
Washington, DC 20071 

To the Editor: 

We appreciate the Post's complimentary words about the work of the 
DC Public Charter School Board in a recent editorial ("Charter School 
Fiasco," March 15). However, the piece conveys some misconceptions 
about the process of converting traditional public schools to public 
charter status. 

The conversion of Paul Jr. High has taken three years of effort by a 
dedicated principal and staff, acting with the support of two-thirds of 
the school's parents. The DC financial control board did not approve 
the conversion, as your editorial states. Approval was granted in 
September 1999 by this Mayorally-appointed Board. What Dr. Rivlin 
and her colleagues did was to end six months of uncertainty over 
whether the conversion charter would be allowed to remain in its 
building. By overruling DCPS proposals to "share" the fully-occupied 
building, the control board was recognizing the clear intent of the law, 
and giving the charter school some breathing room in which to plan for 
an orderly September opening. 

If there was a "fiasco" in school-system governance this past week, it 
had little to do with the thoughtful, rigorous process by which Paul Jr. 
High is becoming an independent neighborhood public school. 

For months, charter critics have claimed substantial parental 
opposition to the conversion. But six public meetings in Ward 4 have 
turned out only handfuls of parents, with few making critical comments 
and most simply seeking information about their choices. (Your 
editorial aptly refers to "several" parents who object.) By contrast, 
Paul's conversion petition was signed by more than 500 parents, with 
fewer than 2 percent of the school's parents voting against the 
proposal. Since the approval, more than 400 parents have 
preregistered their children for the charter school. 

Did the school system lack opportunities to present its views? DCPS 
has been aware of Paul's plans since 1997. In the intervening time, it 



has never published an evaluation of how the conversion would affect 
its facilities program; never presented testimony in three public 
hearings conducted by this Board; and never conveyed to this Board or 
to the school its concerns about parents who might not choose the 
charter route. Only after our approval of the charter in September did 
DCPS mobilize to keep control of the building. 

Opponents of the conversion have been able to play on an underlying 
concern that it will deprive the community of a public school. Your 
editorial could have been more helpful in explaining the true 
implications of the conversion process for parents and local citizens. 

The fact is that Paul Public Charter Junior High School will remain a 
neighborhood-based public school. Current law permits conversion 
charters to give local students an enrollment preference -- and Paul's 
approved application promises to give neighborhood children first 
priority for the life of its charter. 

In fact, DCPS's own policy (adopted by the Emergency Trustees in 
October, 1997) says that a conversion charter can remain in its 
building providing "the school agrees to give priority to students who 
reside within the attendance boundaries, if any, in which the school is 
located." We agree with the Post that the law should provide local 
preference in a// conversion charters. 

Whether their children will attend or not, citizens have a stake in strong 
and stable neighborhood schools. At a time when charter schools are 
growing rapidly, often drawing enrollment from underperforming and 
undersubscribed DCPS schools, conversions may actually help protect 
neighborhoods by revitalizing existing facilities. Neighborhood leaders 
may be less concerned about conversions if they understand that such 
schools can only be leased from the District -- not acquired by private 
entities, as has been claimed by charter critics. 

We recognize that the conversion statute can be strengthened. Even 
though the letter of the law was followed in the Paul conversion, local 
communities should have a more structured opportunity to evaluate a 
school's plans. In fact, our most recently issued application guidelines 
require proposed conversions to ensure that local neighborhoods have 
ample notice of their intentions. In the coming weeks, we will work to 
help the Council distinguish between measures that would strengthen 
legitimate community involvement, and those that would preclude any 
future conversions by tying them in procedural knots. 

Charter schools are public schools. With an appropriate balance 
between educational vision and community support, the conversion 
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process can help bring the energy and dynamism of this movement 
where it is most needed. 

Josephine Baker 
Chair 

Sincerely, 

Thomas P. Loughlin 
Vice-Chair 
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