Becky Huggins – Testimony 2/26/14
Comments on Charter School Law Improvements

The following is a list of items that should be considered when improving the Charter School laws and opportunity to provide educational choices to Alaskan families.  The list is alphabetized within the priority levels.  (Justification or thoughts are included in parenthesis).

Level One - Top Priority
Exemptions – Please add language to the Charter School Law to strengthen items already identified and keep from other entities to have the final ruling on whether a school can actually include items in the law:
a. Charter Schools are exempt from all laws, regulations or requirements applicable to public schools unless the law specifically states it applies to Charter Schools.  (Currently, concepts and/or the spirit of the Charter School Law is negated or lessoned by other laws, regulations, or requirements pertaining to public schools – e.g. Charter School principal is hired and evaluated by the APC per the Charter School Law while another law requires the Chief School Administrator to evaluate all principals, etc.)
b. Charter Schools are exempt from all portions of the negotiated agreements that are contrary to what is allowed in the Charter School Law.  (Currently the law allows for Charter Schools to set their own schedule, calendar, etc. yet negotiated agreements identify specifics of planning time, start time, stop time, calendar, etc.  Charter Schools should not have to seek approval of the multiple associations to provide an educational environment and structure authorized through State Law.)

Facilities – One or all of the items listed below would assist charter schools’ success and put them on par with other public schools throughout Alaska. 
a. A mechanism should be created to move facility costs outside of discretionary funds.  (This action would come closer to equalize the playing field of charter schools and other public schools.  For charter schools paying rent, facility costs are a huge part of discretionary funds which are not part of funding the other students throughout the public school system.)

b. There should be the ability to bond for Charter School facilities.  An enticing recourse should be available for current charter schools previously not able to bond such as 80/20, 75/25 etc.

c. Further define the facilities allowance currently in the Charter School law to identify a per pupil formula that reflects a similarity with the District’s capital costs.  (This formula would take into account, rent, construction, maintenance, upkeep and / or expansions on the Charter School side with the capital costs the District has through all sources of  funds for rent, bonding, construction costs, etc.)

d. Charter Schools should have the right of first refusal of closed, unused or underused, etc. state, borough or district buildings.

Funds –
a. ALL sources to the District and it’s organizations should be ‘shared’ with Charter Schools.  Most funds are distributed based on enrollment and should be distributed to Charter Schools by enrollment.  For the funds not distributed based on enrollment should be distributed to Charter Schools in like manner – e.g. an additional science teacher for each middle school should include an additional science teacher for each Charter School with middle school students; a CTE position per school would provide a CTE position to each Charter School, etc.
b. The current indirect rate charged to Charter Schools should be limited to a portion of the approved grant indirect rate not to exceed a specific percentage – 2 %?  (The information / amounts identified in the formula to determine the indirect rate does not have anything to do with costs associated with Charter Schools.)

Multiple Authorizers -
a. The single path of School Districts authorizing Charter Schools needs to be changed,  expanding the routes available to groups of Alaskans seeking to establish another educational choice for families.

b. State should look at having a Charter School department/position established at a level where expertise would remain and provide consistency and continuity ensuring it is not an entry level where quality folks pass through.  

c. Establish structure of a ‘support hub’ serving a consortium of Charter Schools with typical services such as payroll, budget, web master, IT/connections, etc.

Level Two Priority

Accountability –
a. Currently Charter Schools are required to participate in all State and Federal accountability assessments.  This should continue.

b. Districts can not use statements on transcripts, websites, pamphlets, in speeches, etc. to keep Charter Schools from providing different items from the District as allowed in the Charter School Law (curriculum, schedule, etc.)
No Cap –
a. There should not be a cap --- statewide, type, or geographical.
Staff – 
a. The current staffing, pay scale, etc. was not created with small staffs in mind.  With that said, is it possible to have Charter School employees ‘at will’ employees.  They would be part of the State Retirement System as well as the State Health Care Program.  (I don’t know what the ‘at will’ pay scale looks like but I believe there isn’t a constant upward projectory but a joint decision on how the funds are spread around to make it work.  Sometimes there is a raise and sometime there isn’t a raise but the staff member gets to stay at a school they believe in, they are invested in, hopefully they enjoy what they are doing and they are a team player.)
Level Three Priority

Facilities –

In addition to the items in Level One – Top Priority, a State grant program for facilities costs could be established for unique situations.
Transportation –

There have been different comments about transportation.  We recommend transportation costs for Charter School students go to the District as they have the major contract. The District would have the requirement they provide required/desired transportation for Charter School students at a level equal to or greater to the service provided all students.  

