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Introduction
For over a decade, Massachusetts has been viewed 

as a national model for K-12 education reform. 

No Child Left 
Behind Act

with the Education Reform Act of 1993—charter 

has been cited as a nationwide leader when 

it comes to the academic achievement of its 

charter schools and sensible charter authorization 

1  

Massachusetts are so successful that, in 

2 

the education establishment.

the charter school movement. But honest answers 

district, and school levels.

them most. 

valuable lessons learned about charter schools 

A. What Are Charter Schools?

in both number and form, “over 4,600 charter 

3 Educator 

charter based on evaluation results.4  
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makers who were disillusioned with decades of 

failed education reforms in some of the nation’s 

nationwide. 

school law in 1991, and Massachusetts was one of 

Massachusetts Education Reform Act of 1993 

differences from state to state, charter schools 

outcomes. 

In Massachusetts and in most other states with 

it will be held.6  

7   

8 

most charter 

charters. Commonwealth charters, which 
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local school committee and the local teachers’ 

9  

it was believed that all of the freedoms and 

laboratories in which to inform and drive best 

10  

charter school waitlists.11

that of the current total charter school enrollment. 

school wait lists when the number of students 

number of available seats in that school. In the 

or other characteristics.12 

outside of teachers’ union contracts and work-rules 

2008-2009 Charter School 
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The current number of students on charter school 

13  

around.14  

dollars to states in the form of 

reforms that, in the words of 

 

27,000 new charter school seats in about 30 

16 The bill creates these 

17

charter schools in the state of Massachusetts. 

of the education reform on the state’s most 

Operating Status

7

1

Student Enrollment

26,384

24,066

2.6%
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and most recent data available, this brief aims to 

and future charter schools remain viable, even 

I. The Birth of Charter Schools in 
Massachusetts

Minnesota’s move to create more autonomous 

18  

child. These assertions culminated in a lawsuit 

McDuffy v. 
, 

19 The Court also went on to outline 

have.20 

The Court’s 1993 decision in McDuffy addressed 

was to be called the Massachusetts Education 

21

McDuffy decision was handed down.22 The MERA 

mandates the local contribution that all school 

districts need to make and establishes a minimum 

cases where local communities cannot raise the 

the difference. 

child should have, the MERA also created the 

frameworks for use in classrooms across the state, 

schools across the state. 
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towards initiatives that included school choice.23 

24 

was abundant in the 1980s and 90s.

and former head of the Massachusetts Business 

it is clear that the MBAE embraced a different 

notion of assessment-based reform than that 

 

Moreover, there is no mention of charter schools 

26 These sentiments make 

The Commonwealth charter schools authorized 

the MBAE in its 1991 recommendations, a small 

activists had taken notice of the charter school 
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27  

Reinventing the Schools: 
A Radical Plan for Boston, the book outlined the 

28

best schools and teachers.29  

One Boston Globe article at the time summed 

30 Charter 
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31   

32

33 

Education Chair Roosevelt, one of the state’s 

included charter schools, but the idea of charter 

34 

included charter schools would also have to 

were to be established in Massachusetts at all.  

as 1992, the Weld-Cellucci administration had 

how charter schools in Massachusetts would be 

36  

in the state, such as the then-Massachusetts 

37  
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charter schools, as was the model in Minnesota, 

which stands in contrast to those in most other 

districts and universities, to authorize charter 

38

illustrates this. 

39 

40

41

are funded at about two thirds the rate as their 

42 

to the charter school, which shall be the sum 
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attended the district schools.

have been made to the Massachusetts charter 

43 

It is reasonable to assume that one reason charters 

in Massachusetts. Because charter schools in 

leader Kevin Andrews, “we knew we had to 

44 This link to wider efforts at school 

charter schools in Massachusetts.

But that success would not be evident 

setbacks.

A. Charter Schools: The Early Years

who viewed these new non-union schools as a 

would suffer when students left district schools 

in Massachusetts. 

achievement.  

46

47 
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48  

49  

achievement results that new charter schools 

referenced assessments such as the Iowa Test of 

to close charter schools that were unable to meet 

 

This commitment did not mean, however, that 

new charter schools and those who founded them 

  

school movement in Massachusetts.
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charter schools in Massachusetts would now 

be housed in what was then known as the state 

 While the 

traditional educational establishment, would now 

of Education. Indeed under both Commissioner 

became Commissioner of Education in 1998, 

  

charter schools and those that worked to authorize 

the Board from 1999 to 2006, various charter 

for charter schools.
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students that The Economist

60

61 New 

chance.62 

Massachusetts Teachers Association continued 

63  

him or her to the charter school of choice, and 

families that were motivated and well informed. 

64 

attend a charter school, the state deducts funds 

that district.  These funds are then transferred 

school law, the state would now reimburse the 

school deduction. In other words, if a district 

in 1998 than in did it 1997, the state would 

allocate additional funds to that district, equal to 
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66

unsustainable as the charter sector continues to 

students who had been lost to charter schools.67 

trade-off that came with an increase in the charter 

committee and the teachers’ union.68 As a result of 

schools would now be called Commonwealth 

Mann charter schools have been created—in 

to Commonwealth status.69 Most charter school 

70 

the more autonomous Commonwealth charter 

in the Boston Globe

71  

moratorium on the establishment of new charter 

schools. The moratorium had been crafted in 

formula was revised.72   

in a manner that would address the concerns of 
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73  

formula had been met.74

since come to see the call for a moratorium as a 

that considered the average

since 1993.76 

In essence, this meant that charter schools would 

absorbed students from the district.77 Moreover, 

78  

in 2009.79

he wrote for the Washington Times, the American 

the 20 teachers at the school. Administrators 

80 

in 2007 and even before charter detractors were 

look like. Of the new charter schools that were 
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since 2000.

B. Charter School Politics in 
Massachusetts Today

Indeed, the rhetoric of 2009 is not much different 

school committees, and teachers’ unions 

81

the future of the charter school movement in 

the number of charter schools, and the broader 

82 

waitlists and as talented charter leaders leave the 

a leader in education reform decline.

contribute to a revival of the stalled movement 

83
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84

Menino. 

 

of some charter schools. With time, however, 

this assertion.

II. Measuring Success: How Well Do 
Charter Schools Serve Students?

traditional district schools on the Massachusetts 

86 

Newsweek

three were charters.87 

to convince critics that charter schools in 

to achieve better outcomes in school. Most 
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that charter schools still allow students to achieve 

district school.

been made at the national level to draw a fair 

school students and those in traditional district 

schools.88

for a seat in a charter school but did not win 

in a district school.89

for charter school students in Massachusetts, 

in Massachusetts have become known as the 

Top 10 Massachusetts Schools,  
MCAS (Grade 10 English)

Top 10 Massachusetts Schools,  
MCAS (Grade 10 Math)

Top 10 Massachusetts Schools,  
The Challenge Index

Newsweek
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members of the teachers’ union. 

issues are also discussed below.

A. Massachusetts Charter Schools and 
MCAS Performance

schools.

90 First, the 

mathematics. 

tested in charter schools has increased. 

Results for African American and Hispanic Students
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91    

schools and traditional districts included in the 

between charters and their traditional district 

between charter schools located in the Boston 

92 Indeed, the 

charter school waitlists across the state now attend 

traditional schools in the district of Boston.

charter schools, such as the one cited here 

not account for student motivation. This criticism 

Massachusetts. 

In 2009, the authors of The Boston Foundation 

93

the Commonwealth of Massachusetts’ data 

prior
94

district school students “who had similar academic 

students will win a limited number of charter 

of “those who were offered a seat in a charter or 

 

for Boston charter schools when it comes to 
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Graph 1

Graph 2



because, in effect, if the kinds of charter-like 

the same dramatic effect as charters.

environments in which these students achieve at 

99

this list are charters.

Indeed, some of the charter schools that rank 

of attendance in middle school, we estimate that 

charter schools raise student achievement .09 

This is roughly half the size of 
the black white achievement gap

96 

the “mean test scores of students in the Boston 

offered a 
slot

97

schools, charter schools in the Boston area have 

98 
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B. Charter School Graduation Rates

an effective educational model. It is therefore 

which charter schools in Massachusetts retain 

No 
Child Left Behind

student transfers in.101

student outcomes.102  

students that charters serve, it becomes clear 

English Language Arts Mathematics

http://www.doe.mass.edu/news/news.aspx?id=5114

23
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rates in the cities of Brockton, Fall River, and 

between charter schools where Boston is the 

other hand, all schools can learn from the four 

schools in the Commonwealth that had 2008 

C. Charter School Students and College 
Attendance

Rate African American 

 

114

76% 79% 61%

60% 76% 74%

Rate African American and 

113

71% 49% 46%

73% 63% 69%

22% 72%

69% 49% 66%

http://
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and therefore make a concerted effort to offer 

Newsweek

http://www.bostonindicators.org/indicatorsproject/education

Chart 3

25

Putting Children First



D. Charter School Dropout Rates

106  

most traditional district schools, fail to take into 

charter school movement. 

104  

26

Pioneer Institute for Public Policy Research

Boston Area Charter School College 
Acceptance Rate, Class of 2008
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count such students as transfers, or students who 

have left the district to attend another, and these 

schools—even those that are considered to be 

removed from the rate seen in the state’s urban 

centers.

district that allows students school choice, such 

rates, or the rates at which students that transfer 

to which students transfer both between traditional 

district schools and between district schools and 

charters. More data are also needed to understand 

data on charter school outcomes, it is also 

could not have occurred had traditional district 

III. The Broad Policy Impact of 
Massachusetts Charter Public 
Schools

2003-04 2004-05 2005-06 2006-07 2007-08
Regular/Comprehensive 
Academic Schools (306)  

3.7% 3.7% 3.4% 3.7% 3.1%

Vocational-Technical Total (39) 3.2% 3.0% 2.2% 2.6% 2.2%

7.2% 6.0% 4.7%

2.1% 2.3% 1.8% 1.4%

Charter Schools (31)116 6.1% 4.2% 6.4% 7.7%

Schools Located in Cities (166)117

Schools Located in Towns  (210) 2.0% 1.9% 1.6% 1.9% 1.6%
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of these characteristics are cultivated, others 

and structures serve a mission that focuses on 

that students have access to teachers and/or tutors 

who can work with them on a one-on-one basis. 

but also in the wider education 

at all levels, traditional schools 

charter school movement that can 

A. Pilot Schools

after the Massachusetts charter school law was 

school committee or the teachers’ union.

While the Center for Collaborative Education 

is still a student achievement differential between 

schools.108

0.0% 7.6% 3.4%

1.0% 7.6% 3.4%

0.0% 7.6% 3.4%

10.0% 7.6% 3.4%

3.9% 7.6% 3.4%
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B. School-Based Management

curricular and other decisions. This reform has 

results it had seen in its new charter school 

from all schools in the district. In 2009, school 

that occurred in Barnstable would not have been 

made were it not for evidence from the charter 

109 

C. Expanded Learning Time

is the end of the academic

Foundation, a Massachusetts-based education 

districts such as Boston, where it can be seen in 

D. Differential (Merit) Pay for High 
Performing Teachers and Leaders

Because teachers in Commonwealth charter 

schools do not have to be members of the 

school administrators a considerable amount of 

school innovation, the idea of differential/

in Massachusetts. The Obama administration 

nation’s neediest schools, and a number of 
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110

best teachers in the neediest classrooms.

Recruitment of “Career Changers”

Moreover, because charter school teachers do not 

coursework, into schools that serve students who 

schools are not innovations in the sense that 

environments.

IV. Conclusions and Lessons 
Learned

Massachusetts is one of the numerous success 

stories of the historic 1993 Massachusetts 
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schools in Massachusetts came to be not because 

charter schools in Massachusetts have thrived. 

and others that have acted as advocates for the 

charter school movement.

the charter school movement, Massachusetts 

however, that not all of the lessons learned from 

is a list of lessons learned from the Massachusetts 

Lessons Learned

A professional, objective approach to 
charter authorization works.

School autonomy matters

local districts and school committees, and the 

Massachusetts charter schools that have the best 

track records in terms of student achievement are 

not some, of the freedoms listed here. In contrast, 

bureaucracies.

School accountability and data make a 
difference.
more accountable than their traditional district 
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a charter contract with the state, the additional 

Schools that fail to perform must close. 

the state has not been hesitant to close charter 

Massachusetts have either been closed or failed to 

111

to hold schools accountable for failure stands in 

112

a whole, in the state.

Funding formulas must be equitable. 

is a testament to the idea that there should be a 

traditional district schools that lose students to 

charters allows charter schools to counter the 

Policy environments matter.

Massachusetts has created for charter schools in 

that, over time, that environment has become 

current environment could mean an unwelcome 

outlived its usefulness. The state now has a clear 
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Indeed, before charter schools came to be in 

the educational success of a student is now 

tens of thousands of Massachusetts students who 

for educational and life success. In the end, even 

school movement in Massachusetts.

About the Author:

A former teacher and test and curriculum 

of several articles on No Child Left Behind, the 

charter school movement, and international 
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