A Case for Charter Schools, But Not from the NAACP
By Archon Victor Woolridge, Beta Sigma Boulé
When it comes to educa/on, I am ambi/ous and broad-minded, especially for
black youth in urban communi/es. As an alum of the Upward Bound program, a
founding board member of Veritas Charter School in Springﬁeld,
MassachuseEs, where I live, and as the immediate past chairman of the Board
of Trustees of the University of MassachuseEs system, I have enormous passion
for expanding educa/onal opportuni/es that lead to proven pathways that
achieve academic success for students. I share this deep passion with Archon
Frank Robinson, also of Beta Sigma Boulé and charter school founder of
Baystate Academy in Springﬁeld, along with other Archons in my memberboulé who have served in top leadership posi/ons at charter schools in our city.
So when charter school expansion was announced as a ballot measure for the
elec/on this past November in MassachuseEs, I became even more determined
to support such a move with my personal advocacy, logical thinking, and “yes” vote.
During the weeks leading up to the elec/on, voices that opposed the expansion of charter schools
grew louder and stronger. In fact, three weeks prior to elec/on day, the na/onal board of the Na/onal
Associa/on for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) voted to ra/fy a resolu/on adopted at its
2016 na/onal conven/on calling for a moratorium on the expansion of charter schools. The Wall Street
Journal (WSJ) headlined its report on the NAACP’s ac/on as “The NAACP’s Disgrace: The civil-rights
group votes to keep minori/es trapped in poverty.” The WSJ ar/cle went further and characterized the
NAACP’s statement to the “equivalent of opposing Brown v. Board of Educa?on in 1954” and as “out of
touch.” Since I was in agreement with the WSJ’s posi/on, I penned an Op-Ed in my local newspaper to
give voters addi/onal perspec/ve and an important view that is contrary to that of the NAACP.
The argument against charter schools would be eﬀec/ve were it not for two pesky problems: (1)
charter schools are doing a beEer job of educa/ng urban students, and (2) both parents and students
are demanding beEer choices.
On the ﬁrst point, a 2015 Stanford study on urban charter schools reported 40 more days of learning
per year in math and 28 more days of learning per year in reading. The results were equally impressive
when measured for black students enrolled in urban charters, with 36 and 26 more days of learning per
year in math and reading, respec/vely. The study also showed that most urban charter schools
outperform their local tradi/onal public schools and that charters with larger learning gains outnumber
those with smaller learning gains two-to-one. Compelling research from the Brookings Ins/tute, the
Na/onal Alliance of Public Charter Schools, and other reputable sources also show similar results when it
comes to charter school performance in urban areas. According to a Brookings Ins/tute report issued in
2016, in Boston, 59% of charter students aEend a four-year college as compared to 41% at tradi/onal
public schools.
On the second point about demand, there are nearly one million students na/onwide on wai/ng
lists for charter schools, which provide smaller class sizes, a structured environment and commiEed
educators all working together and producing results. In Boston, one-third of public school students
apply to charters and there are over 32,000 students on the wait list. About a third of those on the wait
list have applica/ons to several schools according to the MassachuseEs Department of Primary and
Secondary Educa/on.
The NAACP’s posi/on, unfortunately, is a very sad moment in history for the venerable organiza/on.
Its board endorsed the concept of educa/onal gradualism ("a pause"), a concept once rejected when
well-inten/oned clergy admonished Dr. King during the civil rights movement, rather than demanding
that the vaults of educa/onal jus/ce be thrown open to parental choice and self-determina/on. When

the NAACP had the opportunity to answer the ques/on "How long?" must we wait for beEer op/ons,
instead of saying "Not Long," they responded, “A lot longer.”
It's unseemly to suggest that charter schools are the equivalent of the modern day version of
separate but equal. Over the past 40 years, public school districts have demonstrated their dedica/on to
delivering a con/nuing lower quality of educa/on to our children while consuming more and more of the
public's tax dollars. Meanwhile, the NAACP ﬁnds itself held cap/ve by the promise of the system’s largess
and has developed a type of Stockholm syndrome in its aﬃnity for legacy school districts. I support their
argument for advancing high quality public educa/on because that's what charter schools are. These are
public tax dollars, subject to governmental oversight and standards, suppor/ng public students in an
educa/onal environment dedicated to student success. The NAACP's well-known history of sacriﬁcial
bravery to chart new and bold courses for the upliming of communi/es of color has, in this case, been
suborned by concilia/on and compromise in a way that turns its back on the demands of its tradi/onal
cons/tuency.
We can talk about failed charter schools, which are quickly closed when they fail; and we can talk
about failed public schools, which are typically allowed to limp along year amer year. We can talk about
union versus non-union teaching staﬀs, and student teacher ra/os, or the number of English Language
Learner (ELL) students; and we can argue about the student selec/on process at charter schools, but
these are all sta/s/cal ﬂash points cited to focus us on the money ﬂowing away from school districts and
toward charter schools. The one sta/s/c that is omen minimized are student success rates of school
districts versus charter schools, and where their character is best developed. This is what maEers to
parents: Will my child get a good educa?on, in a safe environment, and have the opportunity to succeed
in a rapidly evolving economy?
The /me for studying and evalua/ng the charter school model is over. Now is the /me for leaders to
deliver proven op/ons to parents and students whom l have seen shed tears of joy amer being accepted
into a charter school. They have waited long enough. How long must they con/nue to wait for beEer
op/ons? I say, “Not Long!” Sadly, I am in the minority with the NAACP and among the voters in
MassachuseEs where the public vote was 62% “no”/38% “yes” for charter school expansion. This makes
it crystal clear that the Boulé must absolutely con/nue to ﬁnd new and crea/ve ways to inspire our
youth to succeed.
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