Testimony of Edward H. Brown, Jr. to the Common Council of City of Albany 
On the Question of Charter Schools

Monday, November 15, 2004.
My name is Ed Brown and I am an elected member of the Board of Education of the City of Albany.  I live at 33 Garland Court in Albany.  I have come before you, once again, to speak to the question of charter schools in our city.   First, I  would like to commend Council members Michael O’Brien (Ward 12), Dominick Calsolaro (Ward 1), Richard Conti (Ward 6), Sandra Fox (Ward 15), Joseph Igoe (Ward 14), Shawn Morris (Ward 7), James Sano (Ward 9), and my own Carolyn McLaughlin (Ward 2) as well as the other progressive members of this august body, for their courage and foresight in taking the initiative in proposing the Council’s resolution urging the NYS Board of Regents and SUNY Board of Trustees to Declare a Moratorium on approving New Charter Schools in the City of Albany. You are in good company.  Your action is in full alignment with action that already been taken by the Albany School Board, the County legislature and is currently under consideration by the New York State Assembly.

As I said to you at your last public meeting, two weeks ago on election night eve, the action you are taking is critically necessary to counteract the strong negative impact that Charter Schools in Albany are having on the educational process of close to 10,000 children who attend our public schools. Currently, the Albany School District has allocated 8 million dollars to support the 850 students attending the two Charter School that have been approved for operation. And although the taxpayers of the City of Albany are required to fund charter schools, unlike our public school district, the operators are not held accountable to the taxpayers in terms of budgeting and educational programming. 

Quite frankly I can understand why some parents, in the struggle to ensure the best possible education for their children, may consider sending them to these experimental charter schools. My parents kept me out of the de facto segregated JHS system in Harlem and sent me to a “Freedom School” at Congressman Adam Clayton Powell’s Abyssinian Church, for the first six months of my JHS career, pending a court hearing on our right of “freedom of choice” to attend one of the more academically successful junior high schools in New York City. The late Paul Zuber Sr. was our attorney in this action.  But those who have pursued academic betterment for their children through the charter school option in Albany unfortunately have chosen a model that currently lags behind the academic performance of our city’s public school system. 
For example, on the 2004 standardized math test the New Covenant School had a passing rate of 48% while the average in the Albany School District was 70%. Our lowest school average passing rate was 54% compared to New Covenant’s average passing rate of 48%. Our highest scoring school, TOAST has an impressive passing rate of 85%. And the social and economic barriers of our students are generally greater then those in the charter schools. We responsible for the educational uplift of all children who come our way and we are not given the luxury of cherry picking. 

We at the Albany school district are committed to being academically competitive and we are making significant headway. When I was elected to the Albany School Board, in 2002, the high school graduation rate for minorities was 33%. Some bragged about this accomplishment saying it was up from a rate of 20% four years earlier, in 1998. Personally, I thought it was atrocious. But this year, 2004, the graduation rate for minorities has increased to 51% which is significant progress. Our primary goal is to close the achievement gap and raise the academic ceiling for all of our students.  And, we are definitely moving in the right direction with our successful implementation of such evidence-based and academically proven models as the “reading recovery program” which ensures that all children are reading at grade level or beyond by the end of the first grade and the Columbia Writing Project that has tremendously enhanced the written skills and self-esteem of our students and given them enthusiasm and pride in their new found creativity.  We have also adopted the nationally recognized Math Trailblazer elementary school curriculum. 
And we are also entering into new partnerships with established community organizations such as Big Brother Big Sisters of the Capital District who recently received a significant grant of $320, 000 a year for the next three years from the US Dept. of Education to work with our most at-risk middle school students. This taken with of our many other innovative initiatives, which I am sure our Superintendent  Dr. Joseph would be glad to share with you, will go a long way in bringing the focused academic critical mass needed to get our middle schools off of the federal LNCB “needs improvement list” in the near term.  The financial and academic drain being caused by the charter school bleeding of our public resources is not in keeping with this progress. 
Once again I would like to cite the relevance of the quote of my fellow Board member Pat Fahy in her October 17th commentary in the Times Union “The notion that non-city residents and private companies can apply to a state body to drain the scarce tax dollars for unproven charter schools is referred to in history as “taxation without representation”. 

We appreciate the support of the Common Council in proposing this moratorium resolution and look forward to action today in the affirmative.  We also look forward to working in partnership with you in the future, in the ongoing struggle to close the academic achievement gap and raise the ceiling for every single student that is privileged to attend the public school system in the City of Albany. 

And again, I would like to thank you for your support of this endeavor.    

