Comment by David Holmes, ANC Commissioner-elect, 6A03

Monday, November 20, 2006

Public Charter School Board hearing

I want to thank the Board for the opportunity to be heard.  I hope that this willingness to listen to the community, this transparency, can be extended to other actions of the Board.

ANC Commissions across the District have communicated with each other and formed coalitions to fight inappropriate siting of charter schools.  Charter school locations have now become a matter of District-wide community concern.  
This could have been prevented and may still be mitigated by the action of this Board.  The grant of chartering authority to a charter school must not be used as a license to locate without reference to the needs of the surrounding community and the safety of the students.  In our case, a school with a good reputation evidently decided to test the limits — to conceal ownership of the proposed expansion property; to ignore residential zoning; to provide no playground and only three staff parking places; to choose a location with a highly dangerous traffic pattern and no adequate or safe way to drop off or pick up children; and, most important, to have no community consultation until grudgingly forced to it by community action.  Arrogant organizations like this, claiming a residential site for a charter school as a matter of right, damage public perceptions of all charter schools.  

I ask you to do better for our city.  This Board needs to create a built-in, required, transparent process for informing and involving communities and their residents when charter school sites are considered.
This is no more than is required for the siting of traditional public schools and private schools.  There are similar legal restrictions on individuals establishing businesses in their own houses.  Charter schools alone cannot be allowed to do whatever they want.

Charter schools can be welcome in city neighborhoods.  They are a useful alternative to inadequate public schools, offering curricula and methods otherwise not available.  There are appropriate locations for charter schools in our Ward and in our ANC.  But charter schools must consult with their potential neighbors when considering locations, the ANCs can facilitate this process.  
Just as important, this Board needs to require adequate school sites and appropriate facilities before an initial charter is granted, as well as when any subsequent schools are established under a charter.  A certificate of occupancy alone, the current requirement, is nowhere near adequate.  
More attempts to finesse zoning regulations, child safety issues, and legitimate neighborhood concerns may be forthcoming.  I hope this Board will assert responsibility for siting its charters and consult with the neighborhoods, especially as the City may grant you additional oversight and authority for those schools currently chartered directly by the DC Board of Education.
Thank you for your time and attention.

Information sheet by David Holmes, Commissioner-Elect for ANC6A03

ANC 6A, led by  my predecessor, Cody Rice, and the Commissioner from the adjoining District, Nick Alberti, has opposed by unanimous vote AppleTree Institute’s (AT) initial attempt to circumvent zoning codes to locate a school for 72 (since reduced) students on 12th Street, NE.
ANC 6A testified before the Zoning Commission on May 10 in support of the passage of 06-06 Charter School Text Amendment dealing with the location of charter schools in residential neighborhoods.  This measure was widely supported by the City's neighborhoods and opposed by the PCSB.
ANC 6A is also testifying in a BZA case on Tuesday, November 21, in which AT is seeks waivers from the requirements of the new zoning law.

The PCSB location process:
· PCSB approves a charter at a public hearing, but at that point a charter does not have to specify a location.
· A charter is usually approved for a much larger number of students than an initial campus can accommodate, leaving room for "expansion campuses" without further public hearings.  (Again: this is the only public hearing.  A charter is granted with an upper limit of students and an unspecified location.  Everything subsequently is done without public hearings and is not part of any public record.)
· Then, a charter school goes to the PCSB with a location that is approved without public hearing or notification to the neighborhood in which they will locate.
· It is the nominal responsibility of the Board of Trustees of the charter school to initiate community outreach (the details of this process are unspecified; community itself is undefined).  However this is not a requirement, and if there are unresolved issues, there does not appear to be any recourse for the community if the school tries to locate as a matter of right.

· A school wishing to open an "expansion campus" receives approval from the PCSB, which does not hold specific public hearings on each de facto new charter school. These are approved at the regular meetings of the PCSB Board, but the permission is granted in general terms according to the number of students in the original charter. 

· Neighborhoods have no way of knowing if the charter schools that have been granted approvals for “expansion campuses” may be searching for space in their communities. 

· Because of the "expansion campus" system, we have no idea how many potential charter schools have been authorized for the District of Columbia and where they might locate.
· There is no point when neighborhood notification of a charter school’s intention to locate within it is required, nor any way that the neighborhood can effectively protest any adverse effects that the school might have on the community, nor the inappropriateness of the site.
The PCSB will surely want to rectify a situation that has led to widespread concern and fostered negative perceptions of charter schools..

David Holmes, Holmes.ANC6a03@gmail.com, 202-546-5211

DCPS doesn’t provide empty school locations to charter schools.

Look at apartment buildings, churches available for sale, markets with drive-thru delivery parking
Communities all wound up, didn’t need to happen, reasonable foresight would have prevented.  This is a gap that needs to be closed.

Two children, one public school until ninth grade, then parochial school Archbishop Carroll; the second K-12 public school Walker Mill Middle School, Oxon Hill HS
