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Executive Summary  
 

Today, 40 states including the District of Columbia allow public charter schools. That number 

ÞÐÓÓɯÓÐÒÌÓàɯÐÕÊÙÌÈÚÌɯÚÐÕÊÌɯÚÛÈÛÌÚɀɯÌÓÐÎÐÉÐÓÐÛàɯÍÖÙɯȜƘȭƗƙɯÉÐÓÓÐÖÕɯÐÕɯÍÌËÌÙÈÓɯ1ÈÊÌɯÛÖɯÛÏÌɯ3Ö×ɯ%ÜÕËÚɯËÌɪ

pends in part on ensuring conditions for high -performing charter schools. States without char-

ter laws are at a competitive disadvantage for those funds, including Nebraska whose Race-to-

the-Top share is as much as $75 million. State officials deny the need for public charter schools 

in spite of mounting evidence that the current system is not serving students well. Regardless 

of grade level or socio-economic background, alarming numbers of Nebraska students are not 

proficient in the basics or prepared for college. 

 

On average, only around one-ÛÏÐÙËɯȹƗƙȭƜɯ×ÌÙÊÌÕÛȺɯÖÍɯ-ÌÉÙÈÚÒÈɀÚɯƘth and 8th graders score profi-

cient in reading and math according to the National Assessment of Educational Progress 

ȹ- $/ȺȮɯÈÓÚÖɯÒÕÖÞÕɯÈÚɯÛÏÌɯ-ÈÛÐÖÕɀÚɯ1Ì×ÖÙÛɯ"ÈÙËȭɯ)ÜÚÛɯƘƙɯ×ÌÙÊÌÕÛɯÖÍɯƘth and 8th graders, who are 

not poor, score proficient in those subjects, dropping to around 20 percent of poor 4th and 8th 

graders, to just under 16 percent of Hispanic 4th and 8th graders, and plummeting to 11 percent 

of Black 4th and 8th graders who score proficient.  

 

Likewise, alarming proportions of Nebraska students do not score college ready on the Ameri-

can College Test (ACT) across student sub-groupsɭeven though more Nebraska students than 

ever before report taking core academic courses. Specifically, only 29 percent of White students 

met ACT benchmarks in English, reading, math, and science, compared to 12 percent of His-

panic students and just 7 percent of black students. 

 

(ÕɯÚ×ÐÛÌɯÖÍɯ-ÌÉÙÈÚÒÈɀÚɯƝƔɯ×ÌÙÊÌÕÛɯÏÐÎÏɯÚÊÏÖÖÓɯÎÙÈËÜÈÛÐÖÕɯÙÈÛÌȮɯÖÕÓàɯƚƚȭƛɯ×ÌÙÊÌÕÛɯÖÍɯÎÙÈËÜÈÛÌÚɯ

enter college within one year. More alarming is that less than half of all Nebraska college fresh-

men (49.1 percent) complete college degrees. The college graduation rate for White students is 

50.7 percent compared to just 32.5 percent for Hispanic students and 32.4 percent for Black stu-

dents. 

 

Nationwide charter schools enroll a disproportionate number of minority and low -income stu-

dents who would likely drop out absent a public charter -school lifeline. Charter schools not 

only improve achievement of the students they enroll but that of students in surrounding tra-

ditional public schools as well.  

 

Given those results, it is not surprising that a majority of Nebraskans favor public charter 

schools. Yet state officials prefer to proceed with consolidation, controversial learning commu-

nities, and magnet schools instead. Education reform, however, is not a zero-sum game, and 

pursuing reforms within the current system must not preclude reforms beyond the system if 

policy makers in Nebraska hope to prepare students for a 21st Century world.  
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Introduction  
 

Nebraska has a strong tradition of parent-controlled education. It is home to the 1923 Supreme 

Court ruling in Meyer vs. State of Nebraska ÈÍÍÐÙÔÐÕÎɯÛÏÌɯÙÐÎÏÛɯÖÍɯ×ÈÙÌÕÛÚɯɁÛÖɯÊÖÕÛÙÖÓɯÛÏÌɯÌËÜÊÈÛÐÖÕɯ

ÖÍɯÛÏÌÐÙɯÖÞÕȭɂ1 !àɯÓÈÞɯ-ÌÉÙÈÚÒÈɯ×ÈÙÌÕÛÚɯɁÏÈÝÌɯÛÏÌɯ×ÙÐÔÈÙàɯÙÌÚ×ÖÕÚÐÉÐÓÐÛàɯÖÍɯÌÕÚÜÙÐÕÎɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÏÌÐÙɯ

ÊÏÐÓËÙÌÕɯÙÌÊÌÐÝÌɯÛÏÌɯÉÌÚÛɯÌËÜÊÈÛÐÖÕɯ×ÖÚÚÐÉÓÌȮɂɯÈÕËɯÛÏÌàɯÔÈàɯÊÏÖÖÚÌɯɁÞÏÈÛɯ×ÜÉÓÐÊɯÚÊÏÖÖÓɯÖÙɯ×ÜÉÓÐÊɯ

ÚÊÏÖÖÓɯËÐÚÛÙÐÊÛɯÐÚɯÉÌÚÛɯÍÖÙɯÛÏÌÐÙɯÊÏÐÓËÙÌÕȮɂɯÜÕÓÌÚÚɯÛÏÈÛɯ×ÜÉÓÐÊɯÚÊÏÖÖÓɯÏÈ××ÌÕÚɯÛÖɯÉÌɯÈɯÊÏÈÙÛÌÙɯ

school.2 

 

Charter schools are public schools founded by teachers, parents, or community organizations 

that operate under a written contract with a state, school district, or other entity. Because they 

are public schools, charter schools are open to all students, they cannot charge tuition, they have 

no religious affiliation, and they abide by the same state and federal testing, financial, anti -

discrimination, health, and safety regulations. Unlike traditional public schools, however, char-

ter schools are managed locally on-site and operate with more autonomy and flexibility than tra-

ditional public schools. Freed from district control, charter schools have more autonomy to inno-

vate, which has given rise to a wide variety of schools, including back -to-basics, vocational, col-

lege preparatory, and Montessori.3 This structure also fosters better partnerships among parents, 

teachers, and students to create an environment in which parents can be more involved, teachers 

have the freedom to innovate, and students are provided the structure and individualized atten-

tion they need to learn. 

In exchange for more autonomy, charter schools are held strictly accountable for meeting the 

ÛÌÙÔÚɯÖÍɯÛÏÌÐÙɯ×ÌÙÍÖÙÔÈÕÊÌɯÊÖÕÛÙÈÊÛÚȮɯÞÏÐÊÏɯËÌÛÈÐÓɯÌÈÊÏɯÊÏÈÙÛÌÙɯÚÊÏÖÖÓɀÚɯÔÐÚÚÐÖÕȮɯ×ÙÖÎÙÈÔȮɯÎÖÈÓÚȮɯ

ÚÛÜËÌÕÛÚɯÚÌÙÝÌËȮɯÍÐÕÈÕÊÐÈÓɯ×ÓÈÕȮɯÈÕËɯÈÚÚÌÚÚÔÌÕÛɯÔÌÛÏÖËÚȭɯ3ÏÌɯËÜÙÈÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯÊÏÈÙÛÌÙɯÚÊÏÖÖÓÚɀɯÊÖÕɪ

tracts varies from state to state, but contracts typically range from three to five years. At the end 

ÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÊÖÕÛÙÈÊÛȮɯÛÏÌɯÊÏÈÙÛÌÙÐÕÎɯÈÎÌÕÊàɯËÌÛÌÙÔÐÕÌÚɯÞÏÌÛÏÌÙɯÛÖɯÙÌÕÌÞɯÖÙɯÌÕËɯÈɯÚÊÏÖÖÓɀÚɯÊÖÕÛÙÈÊÛɯ

based on academic results and fiscal management, as well as any other stipulated terms.4 

Today there are 5,039 public charter schools enrolling more than 1.5 million students in 40 states, 

including the District of Columbia. 5 Minnesota was the first state to enact charter school legisla-

ÛÐÖÕɯÐÕɯƕƝƝƕȮɯÈÕËɯÛÏÌɯÍÐÙÚÛɯÊÏÈÙÛÌÙɯÚÊÏÖÖÓȮɯ"ÐÛàɯ ÊÈËÌÔàɯÐÕɯ2Ûȭɯ/ÈÜÓȮɯÞÈÚɯÛÏÌɯÊÖÜÕÛÙàɀÚɯÍÐÙÚÛɯÊÏÈÙÛÌÙɯ

school.6 3ÏÌɯÙÈÛÐÖÕÈÓÌɯÉÌÏÐÕËɯ"ÐÛàɯ ÊÈËÌÔàɀÚɯÍÖÜÕËÐÕÎɯÐÚɯÛà×ÐÊÈÓɯÖÍɯÔÖÚÛɯÊÏÈÙÛÌÙɯÚÊÏÖÖÓÚɯÐÕɯÌßÐÚɪ

ÛÌÕÊÌɯÛÖËÈàȭɯɁ"ÐÛàɯ ÊÈËÌÔàɯÞÈÚɯÌÚÛÈÉÓÐÚÏÌËɯÛÖɯÔÌÌÛɯÛÏÌɯÎÙÖÞÐÕÎɯÕÌÌËɯÍÖÙɯÈÊÈËÌÔÐÊɯ×ÙÖÎÙÈÔɪ

ming aimed at young adults seeking a small school with small classes, which would enable them 

ÛÖɯÏÈÝÌɯ×ÙÖËÜÊÛÐÝÌɯÈÕËɯÔÌÈÕÐÕÎÍÜÓɯÙÖÓÌÚɯÞÐÛÏÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÊÖÔÔÜÕÐÛàȮɂɯÈÊÊÖÙËÐÕÎɯÛÖɯÚÊÏÖÖÓɯÙÌ×ÙÌÚÌÕɪ

ÛÈÛÐÝÌÚȭɯɁ3ÏÌɯÚÊÏÖÖÓ ÞÈÚɯÍÖÜÕËÌËɯÉàɯÛÌÈÊÏÌÙÚɯÈÕËɯËÌÚÐÎÕÌËɯÐÕɯÊÖÖ×ÌÙÈÛÐÖÕɯÞÐÛÏɯÛÏÌɯÚÛÜËÌÕÛÚȭɂɯ

+ÐÒÌɯÈÓÓɯÊÏÈÙÛÌÙɯÚÊÏÖÖÓÚȮɯÛÏÌɯɁÌËÜÊÈÛÐÖÕÈÓɯÈÕËɯÝÖÊÈÛÐÖÕÈÓɯÖ××ÖÙÛÜÕÐÛÐÌÚɯÈÛɯ"ÐÛàɯ ÊÈËÌÔàɯÈÙÌɯ

offered regardless of race, color, national origin, sex or disability. All program offerings are 

ÛÈÐÓÖÙÌËɯÛÖɯÐÕËÐÝÐËÜÈÓɯÚÛÜËÌÕÛɯÕÌÌËÚȮɯÉÈÚÌËɯÖÕɯÈÊÈËÌÔÐÊɯÈÚÚÌÚÚÔÌÕÛɯÈÕËɯ×ÌÙÍÖÙÔÈÕÊÌȭɂ7 While 

its northern neighbor was the first to allow charter schools, Nebraska remains one of the last 

states to embrace this public schooling option. 
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Charter SchoolsɭA Teacher-Driven Reform that Benefits Students  
 

The concept of charter schools originated long before 1991 and was born from the desire to 

give public school teachers better working environments. In 1974 the late Ray Budde, a profes-

sor of educational administration at the University of Massachusetts Graduate School of Edu-

cation, presented a seminal conference paper titled Ɂ$ËÜÊÈÛÐÖÕɯÉàɯ"ÏÈÙÛÌÙɂɯin which he coined 

ÛÏÌɯ×ÏÙÈÚÌɯɁÊÏÈÙÛÌÙɯÚÊÏÖÖÓȭɂɯ(ÕɯÛÏÌɯ×È×ÌÙɯÏÌɯÈÙÎÜÌËɯÍÖÙɯÈɯËÐÚÛÙÐÊÛɯÊÖÕÛÙÈÊÛɯËÌÚÐÎÕɯÛÏÈÛɯÞÖÜÓËɯ

allow teachers to use innovative educational methods and even manage schools.8 Nearly a dec-

ade later in April 1983 the National Commission on Excellence in Education published its 

groundbreaking report A Nation at RiskȮɯÞÏÐÊÏɯÊÖÕÊÓÜËÌËɯÛÏÈÛɯɁthe professional working life of 

ÛÌÈÊÏÌÙÚɯÐÚɯÖÕɯÛÏÌɯÞÏÖÓÌɯÜÕÈÊÊÌ×ÛÈÉÓÌȭɂ9  Only then did Budde publish his paper, which reso-

nated well beyond academic circles.10 

The late president of the American Federation of Teachers (AFT) Albert Shanker is widely 

credited with popularizing the concept of charter schools. In 1985, just two years after the re-

lease of A Nation at Risk, Shanker began advocating for public school choice because a greater 

diversity of schools would increase the likelihood of better matches between the interests of 

teachers and their students.11 Unlike Budde, he envisioned public charter schools managed on-

site apart from school districts created by teachers, or parents with teachers, who wanted new 

curricula or teaching strategies to improve instruction and student learning. 12 

(ÕɯƕƝƝƕɯÛÏÈÛɯÝÐÚÐÖÕɯÉÌÊÈÔÌɯÈɯÙÌÈÓÐÛàɯÞÏÌÕɯ,ÐÕÕÌÚÖÛÈɯ×ÈÚÚÌËɯÓÌÎÐÚÓÈÛÐÖÕɯÈÓÓÖÞÐÕÎɯÛÏÌɯÊÖÜÕÛÙàɀÚɯ

first charter school to open. Within just five years, more than 250 charter schools were operat-

ÐÕÎɯÐÕɯƕƔɯÚÛÈÛÌÚȭɯ"ÖÔÔÌÕÛÐÕÎɯÖÕɯÛÏÐÚɯ×ÏÌÕÖÔÌÕÖÕȮɯ2ÏÈÕÒÌÙɯÊÖÕÊÓÜËÌËȮɯɁȻ ȼÚɯÍÈÙɯÈÚɯ(ɀÔɯÊÖÕɪ

ÊÌÙÕÌËɯÌÝÌÙàɯÚÊÏÖÖÓɯÚÏÖÜÓËɯÉÌɯÈɯÊÏÈÙÛÌÙɯÚÊÏÖÖÓȭɂ13 

2ÐÎÕÐÍÐÊÈÕÛÓàȮɯÛÌÈÊÏÌÙÚɯÈÕËɯ×ÈÙÌÕÛÚɯɁÞÌÙÌɯÛÏÌɯËÙÐÝÐÕÎɯÍÖÙÊÌɯÉÌÏÐÕËɯÊÏÈÙÛÌÙÚɂɯÐÕɯÈ××ÙÖßÐÔÈÛÌÓàɯ

three out of five cases, according to the U.S. Department of Education in 1997. Within just a 

few years, that figure increased to nearly three out of four cases.14 The top reasons cited for 

founding new charter schools were to realize a particular educational vision (67 percent) and 

serve a special student population (20 percent). Those who converted a pre-existing district 

school into a charter school cited autonomy as their primary motivation (50 percent) followed 

by the desire to realize a particular educational vision (28 percent).15 Those remain the primary 

reasons educators, parents, and former school district personnel give for founding charter 

schools.16 

Ɂ3ÏÖÚÌɯÞÏÖɯÊÙÌÈÛÌɯÈÕËɯÙÜÕɯÊÏÈÙÛÌÙɯÚÊÏÖÖÓÚɯÏÈÝÌɯÚÖÔÌÛÏÐÕÎɯÈÛɯÚÛÈÒÌȮɂɯÌß×ÓÈÐÕÌËɯÍÖÙÔÌÙɯ4ȭ2ȭɯ

Deputy Secretary of Education Eugene Hickok. He elaborated on this theme by explaining that 

a sense of ownership among charter school founders, educators, and parents is an essential 

component to their success. Specifically: 
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3ÏÌàɯÏÈÝÌɯÈÕɯÈÛÛÐÛÜËÌɯÛÏÈÛɯËÖÌÚÕɀÛɯÈÊÊÌ×ÛɯÔÌËÐÖÊÙÐÛàɯ- ȿÞÌɀÙÌɯÕÖÛɯÎÖÐÕÎɯÛÖɯÈÊÊÌ×ÛɯÍÈÐÓɪ

ÜÙÌȮɯÞÌɀÙÌɯÎÖÐÕÎɯÛÖɯÛÈÒÌɯÒÐËÚȮɯÚÖÔÌÛÐÔÌÚɯÛÏÌɯÒÐËÚɯÕÖÉÖËàɯÌÓÚÌɯÞÈÕÛÚȮɯÈÕËɯÞÌɀÙÌɯÎÖÐÕÎɯ

ÛÖɯ ÎÌÛɯ ÛÏÌɯ ÑÖÉɯ ËÖÕÌɯ ÞÐÛÏÖÜÛɯ ÞÏÐÕÐÕÎɯ ÈÕËɯ ÊÖÔ×ÓÈÐÕÐÕÎȭɀȭȭȭ ÔÌÙÐÊÈɀÚɯ ×ÜÉÓÐÊɯ

schools...used to have a greater sense of ownership but go to a school board meeting or 

Èɯ/3 ɯÔÌÌÛÐÕÎɯÛÖËÈàȮɯÈÕËɯàÖÜɀÓÓɯÍÐÕËɯÛÏÈÛɯÖÞÕÌÙÚÏÐ×ɯÐÚÕɀÛɯÈÚɯÚÛÙÖÕÎɯÈÚɯÐÛɯÜÚÌËɯÛÖɯÉÌȭɯ(Íɯ

you want to see ownership and attitude energized, go to a charter school... If we can 

learn that lesson for traditional public education..., I think the possibilities are endless. 17 

 

Charter School Growth  
 

Currently 40 states including the District of Columbia have adopted charter school laws, up 

from just one state, Minnesota, in 1991. Through 2003 there was steady growth in the number 

of states enacting charter legislation. In 2009 Mississippi became the first state to reverse its 

charter law when legislators allowed the legislation, considered the weakest nationally, to 

lapse; however, the legislature is expected to enact a new law in 2010.18 

Figure 1: Growth in the Number of States with Charter School Laws since 1991  

 
 
2ÖÜÙÊÌȯɯ ÜÛÏÖÙɀÚɯÍÐÎÜÙÌɯÉÈÚÌËɯÖÕɯËÈÛÈɯÍÙÖÔɯÛÏÌɯ"ÌÕÛÌÙɯÍÖÙɯ$ËÜÊÈÛÐÖÕɯ1ÌÍÖÙÔȭ 

Note: Mississippi allowed its 1997 charter law, considered the weakest in the country, to lapse on June 

30, 2009. 
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The number of states with charter school laws will likely increase in the near future since their eligibility 

for $4.35 billion in federal Race to the Top Funds is at stake. In addition to Mississippi, officials in Maine, 

Alabama, and Kentucky also plan to introduce charter school enabling legislation. 19 U.S. Secretary of Edu-

ÊÈÛÐÖÕɯ ÙÕÌɯ#ÜÕÊÈÕɯÊÖÕÚÐËÌÙÚɯÊÏÈÙÛÌÙɯÚÊÏÖÖÓÚɯɁÖÕÌɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÔÖÚÛɯ×ÙÖÍÖÜÕËɯÊÏÈÕÎÌÚɯÐÕɯ ÔÌÙÐÊÈÕɯÌËÜÊÈɪ

tion, bringing new options to underserved communities and introducing competition and innovation 

ÐÕÛÖɯÛÏÌɯÌËÜÊÈÛÐÖÕɯÚàÚÛÌÔȭɂ20 In fact, one of the express eligibility criteria for Race to the Top funds is 

ɁÌÕÚÜÙÐÕÎɯÚÜÊÊÌÚÚÍÜÓɯÊÖÕËÐÛÐÖÕÚɯÍÖÙɯÏÐÎÏ-×ÌÙÍÖÙÔÐÕÎɯÊÏÈÙÛÌÙÚȭɂ21 States without charter laws are at a com-

petitive disadvantage for those funds, including Nebraska whose Race-to-the-Top share is as much as $75 

million. 22 

In the past decade the number of charter schools nationwide has increased steadily from 1,297 in the 1999

-00 school year to 5,043 in the 2009-10 school year, nearly a four-fold increase.23 As of the 2008-09 school 

year, charter schools represented nearly 5 percent (4.8 percent) of all public schools nationwide.24 

Figure 2: Charter School Growth Nationwide, School Years 1999 -00 to 2009-10 

 
2ÖÜÙÊÌȯɯ ÜÛÏÖÙɀÚɯÛÈÉÓÌɯÙÌ×ÙÖËÜÊÌËɯÜÚÐÕÎɯËÈÛÈɯÍÙÖÔɯÛÏÌɯ"ÌÕÛÌÙɯÍÖÙɯ$ËÜÊÈÛÐÖÕɯ1ÌÍÖÙÔȭ 

 

Since the 1999-00 school year, the number of students enrolled in charter schools has also increased 

significantly from just under 350,000 to nearly 1.6 million students in the 2009-10 school year, 

nearly a five-fold increase.25 The proportion or share of public school students nationwide enrolled 

in charter schools has also grown substantially in the past decade, from less than one percent (0.7 

percent) in the 1999-00 school year to nearly 3 percent in the 2008-09 school year, the latest year 

complete data are available.26 
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Figure 3: Charter School Student Enrollment Growth Nationwide, School Years 1999 -00 to 2009-10 

 
2ÖÜÙÊÌȯɯ ÜÛÏÖÙɀÚɯÍÐÎÜÙÌɯÉÈÚÌËɯÖÕɯËÈÛÈɯÍÙÖÔɯÛÏÌɯ-ÈÛÐÖÕÈÓɯ ÓÓÐÈÕÊÌɯÍÖÙɯ/ÜÉÓÐÊɯ"ÏÈÙÛÌÙɯ2ÊÏÖÖÓÚȭ 
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namely, those eligible for the federal free- or reduced-price lunch program.  
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Table 1: Charter and Non -Charter Schools Compared, 2008-09  

2ÖÜÙÊÌȯɯ ÜÛÏÖÙɀÚɯÛÈÉÓÌɯÐÚɯËÌÙÐÝÌËɯÍÙÖÔɯÛÏÌɯ-ÈÛÐÖÕÈÓɯ ÓÓÐÈÕÊÌɯÍÖÙɯ/ÜÉÓÐÊɯ"ÏÈÙÛÌÙɯ2ÊÏÖÖÓÚȭ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Charter Schools  Non-Charter Schools  

Students  # % Students  # % 

Number of Students 
1,407,8

17 
  Number of Students 

47,627,75
2 

  

Charter School Students as % of  All Pub-
lic School Students 

  2.90% 
      

Estimated Number of Students on Waiting 
Lists 

365,000   
      

Race / Ethnicity  # % Race / Ethnicity  # % 

White 541,199 38.40% White 
25,437,17

7 
53.40% 

Black 417,466 29.70% Black 7,997,471 16.80% 

Hispanic 347,548 24.70% Hispanic 
10,539,55

0 
22.10% 

Asian 54,698 3.90% Asian 2,334,965 4.90% 
Other 46,906 3.30% Other 1,318,589 2.80% 

Free- or Reduced -Price Lunch  # % 
Free- or Reduced -Price 
Lunch  

# % 

Eligible for Free or Reduced Price Lunch 677,902 48.20% 
Eligible for Free or Reduced 
Price Lunch 

21,543,66
6 

45.20% 

Ineligible for Free or Reduced Price Lunch 729,915 51.80% 
Ineligible for Free or Reduced 
Price Lunch 

26,084,08
6 

54.80% 

Students by Grade Level  # % Students by Grade Level  # % 

Pre-Kindergarten 21,098 1.50% Pre-Kindergarten 903,451 1.90% 
Kindergarten 111,259 7.90% Kindergarten 3,494,025 7.30% 
First Grade 113,044 8.00% First Grade 3,635,842 7.60% 
Second Grade 109,442 7.80% Second Grade 3,612,192 7.60% 
Third Grade 106,053 7.50% Third Grade 3,609,111 7.60% 
Fourth Grade 100,886 7.20% Fourth Grade 3,560,716 7.50% 
Fifth Grade 103,536 7.40% Fifth Grade 3,538,468 7.40% 
Sixth Grade 117,066 8.30% Sixth Grade 3,523,923 7.40% 
Seventh Grade 111,398 7.90% Seventh Grade 3,582,790 7.50% 
Eighth Grade 103,518 7.40% Eighth Grade 3,626,899 7.60% 
Ninth Grade 118,927 8.40% Ninth Grade 4,039,922 8.50% 
Tenth Grade 104,118 7.40% Tenth Grade 3,737,380 7.80% 
Eleventh Grade 96,346 6.80% Eleventh Grade 3,460,406 7.30% 

Twelfth Grade 91,126 6.50% Twelfth Grade 3,302,628 6.90% 
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Growing Demand for Charter Schools in Nebraska  
 

In keeping with its longstanding tradition of parent -controlled education, Nebraska became 

one of the first states to enact a public school open enrollment policy in 1989.28 Today, nearly 

nine out of 10 Nebraska parents (88 percent) send their children to traditional public schools.  

Given a choice, however, only about one in five parents (21 percent) would actually choose a 

traditional public school for their children according to a recent survey of likely Nebraska vot-

ers. 

Survey respondents cited the lack of accountability (29 percent), overcrowding (23 percent), 

ÈÕËɯ×ÖÖÙɯÌÕÎÈÎÌÔÌÕÛɯÞÐÛÏɯ×ÈÙÌÕÛÚɯȹƖƕɯ×ÌÙÊÌÕÛȺɯÈÚɯÛÏÌɯ×ÙÐÔÈÙàɯÊÏÈÓÓÌÕÎÌÚɯÞÐÛÏɯ-ÌÉÙÈÚÒÈɀÚɯ

current public schooling system. A leading alternative favored by Nebraska parents is the op-

tion to send their children to a public charter school. 29 In fact, support among likely Nebraska 

voters is strong across socioeconomic, geographical, and political lines, including 50 percent or 

more of respondents identifying themselves as: 

¶ a parent (50 percent); 

¶ living in the suburbs (52 percent); 

¶ a Democrat (51 percent); 

¶ an Independent (50 percent); 

¶ an African American (50 percent); 

¶ an Hispanic (51 percent); 

¶ a Catholic (55 percent); and 

¶ having ties with a teachers or labor union (51 percent).30 

Those approval ratings closely match those identified in recent national surveys conducted by 

such diverse outlets as the EconomistȮɯ2ÛÈÕÍÖÙËɯ4ÕÐÝÌÙÚÐÛàɀÚɯEducation Next, and Phi Delta 

Kappa.31 

 

Urgent Need for Charter Schools in Nebraska  
 

In spite of this broad-based demand for charter schools, Nebraska is one of the few remaining 

states that does not allow themɭcontrary to the growing body of scholarly research about the vital 

role public charter schools play in systemic education reform efforts.  

 

3ÏÌɯ4ȭ2ȭɯ"ÏÈÔÉÌÙɯÖÍɯ"ÖÔÔÌÙÊÌȮɯÍÖÙɯÐÕÚÛÈÕÊÌȮɯÙÌÈÊÏÌËɯÛÏÌɯɁÜÕÈÔÉÐÎÜÖÜÚɂɯÊÖÕÊÓÜÚÐÖÕɯÐÕɯƖƔƔƛɯÛÏÈÛɯ

Ɂ3ÏÌɯÈÊÈËÌÔÐÊɯ×ÌÙÍÖÙÔÈÕÊÌɯÖÍɯÌÝÌÙàɯÚÛÈÛÌɯÕÌÌËÚɯÛÖɯÐÔ×ÙÖÝÌȭɯ3ÏÐÚɯÐÚɯÛÙÜÌɯÍÖÙɯÈÓÓɯËÌÔÖÎÙÈ×ÏÐÊɯ

groups, but especially for poor and minority students, who have too often been ill -served by to-

ËÈàɀÚɯÚÊÏÖÖÓÚȭɂ32 ,ÖÙÌÖÝÌÙɯÛÏÌɯ"ÏÈÔÉÌÙɯÜÙÎÌËɯÛÏÈÛɯɁÞÌɯÕÌÌËɯÛÖɯÍÜÕËÈÔÌÕÛÈÓÓàɯÙÌÛÏÐÕÒɯÏÖÞɯÞÌɯ

×ÙÖÝÐËÌɯÌËÜÊÈÛÐÖÕɯÐÕɯÛÏÐÚɯÊÖÜÕÛÙàɂɯÛÖɯɁÉÖÖÚÛɯÚÛÜËÌÕÛɯÈÊÏÐÌÝÌÔÌÕÛɯÈÕËɯÛÏÜÚɯÏÌÓ×ɯÐÕËÐÝÐËÜÈÓɯ ÔÌÙÐɪ

cans achieve economic success and mobility in the 21st century ÞÖÙÒÍÖÙÊÌȭɂ33 
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In November 2009, experts from the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, the Center for American Pro-

gress, and the American Enterprise Institute released Leaders and Laggards: A State-by-State Report 

Card on Educational Innovation.34 Ɂ3ÏÌɯÙÌÚÜÓÛÚɯÞÌÙÌɯËÌÌ×ÓàɯÛÙÖÜÉÓÐÕÎȮɂɯÚÛÜËàɯÈÜÛÏÖÙÚɯÊÖÕÊÓÜËÌËȮɯ

adding:  

To be sure, there are some bright spots on the educational landscape. Most states now have 

charter schools...But for the most part, the delivery of education remains hidebound: across 

our categories, not a single state earned As in more than one or two areas, and most re-

ceived a host of Cs and Ds...What we did uncover raises disturbing concerns about the fu-

ÛÜÙÌɯÖÍɯÖÜÙɯÕÈÛÐÖÕɀÚɯÌËÜÊÈÛÐÖÕɯÚàÚÛÌÔȭɯ(ÛɯÚÏÖÜÓËɯÐÕÚ×ÐÙÌɯÕÖÛɯÑÜÚÛɯÈÕÖÛÏÌÙɯÙÖÜÕËɯÖÍɯ×ÖÓÐÛÐÊÈÓɯ

handwringing, but real and focused action. 35 

"ÖÔÔÌÕÛÐÕÎɯÖÕɯÛÏÌɯÙÌ×ÖÙÛɀÚɯÍÐÕËÐÕÎÚȮɯ4ȭ2ȭɯ2ÌÊÙÌÛÈÙàɯÖÍɯ$ËÜÊÈÛÐÖÕɯ ÙÕÌɯ#ÜÕÊÈÕɯÕÖÛÌËɯÛÏÈÛɯɁÛÏÌÙÌɀÚɯ

a very ÊÖÔ×ÌÓÓÐÕÎɯÊÈÚÌɯÍÖÙɯÙÌÍÖÙÔÐÕÎɯ×ÜÉÓÐÊɯÌËÜÊÈÛÐÖÕɯÈÛɯÌÝÌÙàɯÓÌÝÌÓȭɂ36  ÔÖÕÎɯÛÏÌɯÙÌ×ÖÙÛɀÚɯ

major recommendations was expanding education options beyond the current district -run 

schooling system to prepare students for the 21st century. 

States and districts must support charter schools and other forms of public school 

choice. Choice does not ensure success. But by permitting experimentation and pro-

viding alternatives for students and families, choice creates opportunities for creative 

problem solving and customized approaches to meeting student needs. Thus, it is an 

essential proving ground for innovation. 37 

Nebraska is a case in point. It was one of only three states in the Leaders and Laggards report to 

receive an overall education innovation grade of F, ranking second worst overall. 38 Other 

neighboring states Iowa, Wyoming, and South Dakota received Ds overall, downgraded in 

part for weak or non -existent charter school laws. Out of seven graded categories, Nebraska 

received only two passing marks: an A for its ability to remove poorly performing teachers 

from classrooms; and a B for its school finance system. The state earned Ds for teacher hiring 

ÈÕËɯÌÝÈÓÜÈÛÐÖÕȰɯËÈÛÈɯÚàÚÛÌÔÚȰɯÈÕËɯÛÌÊÏÕÖÓÖÎàȮɯÈÓÓɯÒÌàɯÐÕËÐÊÈÛÖÙÚɯÖÍɯÈɯÚÊÏÖÖÓÐÕÎɯÚàÚÛÌÔɀÚɯÈÉÐÓɪ

ity to innovate.  

%ÐÕÈÓÓàȮɯ-ÌÉÙÈÚÒÈɯÌÈÙÕÌËɯÚÖÓÐËɯ%ÚɯÍÖÙɯÐÛÚɯÌÍÍÖÙÛÚɯÛÖɯÐÔ×ÙÖÝÌɯÚÛÜËÌÕÛÚɀɯÊÖÓÓÌÎÌɯÈÕËɯÊÈÙÌÌÙɯÙÌÈËÐɪ

ÕÌÚÚɯÈÚɯÞÌÓÓɯÈÚɯÐÛÚɯÚÊÏÖÖÓɯÔÈÕÈÎÌÔÌÕÛȮɯÞÏÐÊÏɯÈÙÌɯÊÙÐÛÐÊÈÓɯÐÕËÐÊÈÛÖÙÚɯÖÍɯÈɯÚÊÏÖÖÓÐÕÎɯÚàÚÛÌÔɀÚɯ

ÈÉÐÓÐÛàɯÛÖɯ×ÌÙÍÖÙÔȮɯÔÜÊÏɯÓÌÚÚɯÐÕÕÖÝÈÛÌȮɯÜÕËÌÙɯÛÏÌɯÚÛÈÛÜÚɯØÜÖȭɯɁ-ÌÉÙÈÚÒÈɯËÖÌÚɯÈɯËÐÚÔÈÓɯÑÖÉɯ

managing its schools in a way that encourages thoughtful innovation...and 91 percent of 

ÛÌÈÊÏÌÙÚɯÙÌ×ÖÙÛɯÛÏÈÛɯÙÖÜÛÐÕÌɯËÜÛÐÌÚɯÈÕËɯ×È×ÌÙÞÖÙÒɯÐÕÛÌÙÍÌÙÌɯÞÐÛÏɯÛÌÈÊÏÐÕÎȮɂɯLeaders and Lag-

gards ÈÜÛÏÖÙÚɯÊÖÕÊÓÜËÌËȭɯɯɁ(ÕɯÈËËÐÛÐÖÕȮɯÛÏÌɯÚÛÈÛÌɯËÖÌÚɯÕÖÛɯÚÈÕÊÛÐÖÕɯÓÖÞ-performing schools or 

have ÈɯÊÏÈÙÛÌÙɯÚÊÏÖÖÓɯÓÈÞȭɂ39 

2ÛÈÛÌɯÖÍÍÐÊÐÈÓÚȮɯÏÖÞÌÝÌÙȮɯËÐÚ×ÜÛÌɯÛÏÌɯÙÌ×ÖÙÛɀÚɯÍÐÕËÐÕÎÚȮɯÊÓÈÐÔÐÕÎɯÕÌÞɯÚÛÈÕËÈÙËÚɯÈÕËɯÈÊÊÖÜÕÛÈÉÐÓÐÛàɯ

policies are being adopted.40 3ÏÌàɯÈÓÚÖɯÐÕÚÐÚÛɯÛÏÈÛɯ-ÌÉÙÈÚÒÈɀÚ current public schooling system is 

innovative enough, noting that parents can choose public schools outside their resident dis-
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tricts. Nebraska parents may also home-school their children, and the Douglas -Sarpy Learning 

Community allows member districts to establish new programs and magnet schools in the Omaha 

metro area. Learning Community Coordinating Council member Lorraine Chang believes this leg-

ÐÚÓÈÛÐÖÕɯɁÎÐÝÌÚɯÜÚɯÈÕɯÖ××ÖÙÛÜÕÐÛàɯÛÖɯÉÌɯÐÕÕÖÝÈÛÐÝÌȭɯȭȭȭ(ÛɯËÖÌÚÕɀÛɯÏÈÝÌɯÛÖɯÉÌɯÈɯÊÏÈÙÛÌÙɯÚÊÏÖÖÓȭɂ 

Along with Ms. Chang, other state officials dismiss the need for charter schools. Former Omaha 

school board member John Langan, previously the dean of the College of Education at the Univer-

sity of Nebraska at Omaha, believes Nebraska can fix its educational problems without charter 

ÚÊÏÖÖÓÚȭɯ ÚɯÛÏÌɯÓÈÛÌɯ2ÛÈÛÌɯ2ÌÕȭɯ1ÖÕɯ1ÈÐÒÌÚȮɯÍÖÙÔÌÙɯÊÏÈÐÙÔÈÕɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ+ÌÎÐÚÓÈÛÜÙÌɀÚɯ$ËÜÊÈÛÐÖÕɯ"ÖÔÔÐÛɪ

ÛÌÌɯÈÕËɯÈÙÊÏÐÛÌÊÛɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÓÌÈÙÕÐÕÎɯÊÖÔÔÜÕÐÛàȮɯÚÜÔÔÌËɯÜ×ȮɯɁ6ÌɯÏÈÝÌɯÕÌÝÌÙɯÊÖÔÌɯÈÞÈàɯÛÏÐÕÒÐÕÎɯ

ÛÏÐÚɯÞÈÚɯÚÖÔÌÛÏÐÕÎɯÛÏÈÛɯÍÐÛɯÛÏÌɯÉÐÓÓɯÍÖÙɯ-ÌÉÙÈÚÒÈȭɂ41 Likewise, State Sen. Greg Adams, chairman of 

ÛÏÌɯ+ÌÎÐÚÓÈÛÜÙÌɀÚɯ$ËÜÊÈÛÐÖÕɯ"ÖÔÔÐÛÛÌÌȮɯÚÌÌÚɯÕÖɯÕÌÌËɯÍÖÙɯÊÏÈÙÛÌÙɯÚÊÏÖÖÓÚɯÉÌÊÈÜÚÌɯɁ(ɯÛÏÐÕÒɯ-ÌÉÙÈÚɪ

ÒÈÕÚɯÎÌÕÌÙÈÓÓàɯÈÙÌɯÚÈÛÐÚÍÐÌËɯÞÐÛÏɯÛÏÌÐÙɯ×ÜÉÓÐÊɯÚÊÏÖÖÓÚȭɂ42 

The survey results described above prove otherwise. With the growing national concern over mak-

ÐÕÎɯ×ÜÉÓÐÊɯÚÊÏÖÖÓÚɯÔÖÙÌɯÐÕÕÖÝÈÛÐÝÌȮɯÐÕÊÓÜËÐÕÎɯÛÏÌɯ.ÉÈÔÈɯÈËÔÐÕÐÚÛÙÈÛÐÖÕɀÚɯ1ÈÊÌɯÛÖɯÛÏÌɯ3Ö×ɯ×ÙÖɪ

gram, there will be increasing pressure on state officials to improve public school performance. 

While some officials appear content to tweak the existing system, others comprehend that public 

demand for fundamental change is intensifying. As Nebraska State Education Association (NSEA) 

×ÙÌÚÐËÌÕÛɯ)ÌÚÚɯ6ÖÓÍɯÙÌÊÌÕÛÓàɯÛÖÓËɯÔÌÔÉÌÙÚȮɯɁ3ÏÌɯÝÌÙàɯÌßÐÚÛÌÕÊÌɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÌËÜÊÈÛÐÖÕÈÓɯÚàÚÛÌÔɯÈÚɯÞÌɯ

ÒÕÖÞɯÐÛɯÐÚɯÖÕɯÛÏÌɯÛÈÉÓÌȵɂ43 

Mr. Wolf appears to be right. The results of a recent survey conducted by the Omaha Public 

Schools reveal metro-ÈÙÌÈɯ×ÈÙÌÕÛÚɯÏÈÝÌɯÓÐÛÛÓÌɯÐÕÛÌÙÌÚÛɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÒÐÕËÚɯÖÍɯɁÐÕÕÖÝÈÛÐÖÕÚɂɯÖÍÍÌÙÌËɯÉàɯÛÏÌɯ

ÊÜÙÙÌÕÛɯÚàÚÛÌÔȭɯ6ÏÌÕɯÛÖÓËɯÈÉÖÜÛɯ./2ɀɯƕƛɯÔÈÎÕÌÛɯÚÊÏÖÖÓÚɯÖÍÍÌÙÐÕÎɯÍÖÊÜÚÌËɯÐÕÚÛÙÜÊÛÐÖÕɯÚÜÉÑÌÊÛÚɯ

ÚÜÊÏɯÈÚɯÔÈÛÏÌÔÈÛÐÊÚȮɯÈÙÛÚȮɯÈÕËɯÌÕÎÐÕÌÌÙÐÕÎȮɯÚÜÙÝÌàɯÈÜÛÏÖÙÚɯÍÖÜÕËȮɯɁ$ÝÌÕɯÚ×ÌÊÐÈÓÐáÌËɯÊÜÙÙÐÊÜÓÜÔɯ

and experiences not available in other schools, an obvious magnet and focus school advantage, 

ÞÈÚɯÕÖÛɯÙÈÛÌËɯÈÚɯÏÐÎÏɯÐÕɯÐÔ×ÖÙÛÈÕÊÌɯÈÚɯÚÌÝÌÙÈÓɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÖÛÏÌÙɯÈÛÛÙÐÉÜÛÌÚȭɂɯ3ÏÖÚÌɯÈÛÛÙÐÉÜÛÌÚɯÈÙÌɯØÜÈÓÐÛàɯ

education, quality teachers, and a safe environment in schools close to home.44 

Those results suggest first that Nebraska parents do not believe the current system is delivering the 

most basic level of educational services to their children. They further suggest that the public has 

ÓÐÛÛÓÌɯÊÖÕÍÐËÌÕÊÌɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÊÜÙÙÌÕÛɯÚàÚÛÌÔɀÚɯÈÉÐÓÐÛàɯÛÖɯ×ÙÖÝÐËÌɯÏÐÎÏ-quality specialized programs, ei-

ther. 

The following sections take a closer look at how well the current public schooling system is per-

forming. The results are sobering. Using multiple performance measures to assess student profi-

ciency across grade levels and socio-economic subgroups, it is clear that in most cases the current 

system does not serve any student sub-group particularly well, including White and non -poor stu-

dents as well as low-income and minority students. The results indicate that if public education as 

a whole is to improve in Nebraska, providers outside the current and increasingly centralized 

schooling system must be allowed to work with providers within the  current system so that 

every student can achieve his or her full potential.  
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Nebraska Public School Student Performance at a Glance  
 

At first glance, average proficiency rates in reading and math on state assessments suggest that 

Nebraska students are performing extremely well. More than nine out of 10 public elementary 

school students score proficient or higher on the most recent STARS reading and math tests. 

STARS results for high school students also suggest superior achievement, with about eight out of 

10 Nebraska high school students scoring proficient or higher in both reading and math. Nebraska 

appears to excel in other areas as well. A closer look at student performance, however, reveals star-

tling proficiency variances among assessments used by the state, local school districts, and national 

ÌËÜÊÈÛÐÖÕÈÓɯÈÎÌÕÊÐÌÚɯÈÛɯÌÝÌÙàɯÓÌÝÌÓɯÖÍɯ-ÌÉÙÈÚÒÈɀÚɯ×ÜÉÓÐÊɯÚÊÏÖÖÓÐÕÎɯÚàÚÛÌÔȭ 

 

At the elementary school level, the state reports about 90 percent of fourth and eighth graders 

are proficient in math and reading based on the latest STARS assessment. Meanwhile, stan-

dardized, norm -reference tests (NRT) used by Nebraska school districts to assess fourth and 

eighth graders in those subjects finds around 70 percent of them are proficient in reading and 

math. In stark contrast, the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) adminis-

tered by the U. S. Department of Education finds just over one-third (36 percent) of Nebraska 

fourth and eighth graders score proficient and above in reading and math.  

 

Figure 4: Elementary Student Proficiency Variances in Reading and Math  

 
2ÖÜÙÊÌÚȯɯ ÜÛÏÖÙɀÚɯÍÐÎÜÙÌɯÉÈÚÌËɯÖÕɯÛÏÌɯÔÖÚÛɯÙÌÊÌÕÛɯÈÝÈÐÓÈÉÓÌɯËÈÛÈɯÍÖÙɯÍÖÜÙÛÏɯÈÕËɯÌÐÎÏÛÏɯÎÙÈËÌɯÚÛÜËÌÕÛÚɯ

from the Nebraska Department of Education, Comprehensive Evaluation of STARS Year Six (2007) and the 

U.S. Department of Education NAEP results. 
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Thus, according to the state virtually every fourth and eighth grader is proficient in the basics; 

ÞÏÐÓÌɯÛÏÌɯ4ȭ2ɯ#Ì×ÈÙÛÔÌÕÛɯÖÍɯ$ËÜÊÈÛÐÖÕɀÚɯÈÚÚÌÚÚÔÌÕÛɯÍÐÕËÚɯÛÏÌɯÖÝÌÙÞÏÌÓÔÐÕÎɯÔÈÑÖÙÐÛàɯÖÍɯÛÏÌÔɯ

are not. As detailed in the following section, a majority of Nebraska fourth and eighth grade 

students across socio-economic sub-groups fail to achieve proficiency in reading and math. 

Below-proficiency rates range from 55 percent for non-poor students and 59 percent for White 

students up to 84 percent for Hispanic students and 89 percent for Black students.45 

Similar proficiency discrepancies are evident at the high school level. More than eight out of 10 

high school students score proficient on the STARS reading and math assessment, dropping to 

about two -thirds scoring proficient in those subjects on the standardized, norm -reference tests 

(NRT) used by Nebraska school districts. Yet only 60 percent of Nebraska high school students 

achieve proficiency in reading and 49 percent achieve proficiency in math on the ACT college 

examɭa startling phenomenon since it is a voluntary test taken by college-bound students, 

ÞÏÖɯ×ÙÌÚÜÔÈÉÓàɯÙÌ×ÙÌÚÌÕÛɯÛÏÌɯÚÛÈÛÌɀÚɯÉÌÚÛɯÈÕËɯÛÏÌɯÉÙÐÎÏÛÌÚÛȭ 

Figure 5: High School Student Proficiency Variances in Reading and Math  

 
2ÖÜÙÊÌÚȯɯ ÜÛÏÖÙɀÚɯÍÐÎÜÙÌɯÉÈÚÌËɯÖÕɯÛÏÌɯÔÖÚÛɯÙÌÊÌÕÛɯÈÝÈÐÓÈÉÓÌɯËÈÛÈɯÍÖÙɯÌÓÌÝÌÕÛÏɯÎÙÈËÌɯÚÛÜËÌÕÛÚɯÍÙÖÔɯÛÏÌɯ

Nebraska Department of Education, Comprehensive Evaluation of STARS Year Six (2007) and the Nebraska 

"ÖÖÙËÐÕÈÛÐÕÎɯ"ÖÔÔÐÚÚÐÖÕɯÍÖÙɯ/ÖÚÛÚÌÊÖÕËÈÙàɯ$ËÜÊÈÛÐÖÕɀÚɯ2009 Nebraska Higher Education Progress Report. 

 

Among college-bound Nebraska high school students, a majority are not proficient in ACT 

math, while 40 percent are not proficient in ACT reading. Include ACT English and ACT sci-

ence and just 29 percent of White students, 12 percent of Hispanic students, and only 7 percent 
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of Black students pass all four ACT subjects tested. More troubling still, at 72 percent the num-

ber of students reporting taking core courses in those subjects is at a five-year high. Mean-

while, the number of students opting to take the ACT has slipped to a five -year low. 

 

 ÚɯÞÐÛÏɯ-ÌÉÙÈÚÒÈɀÚɯÌÓÌÔÌÕÛÈÙàɯÈÕËɯÚÌÊÖÕËÈÙàɯ×ÜÉÓÐÊɯÚÊÏÖÖÓɯÚÌÊÛÖÙÚȮɯÛÏÌɯÚÛÈÛÌɀÚɯ×ÖÚÛÚÌÊÖÕËÈÙàɯ

sector is also plagued with wide performance disparities. In spite of a 90 percent high school 

graduation rate, barely two -thirds of Nebraska high school students (67 percent) continue on 

to college within a year, and less than half of those students (49 percent) actually complete a 

college degree, dropping to around one-third of Hispanic and Black students.  

 

Figure 6: College Readiness Variances  

 
2ÖÜÙÊÌÚȯɯ ÜÛÏÖÙɀÚɯÍÐÎÜÙÌɯÉÈÚÌËɯÖÕɯÛÏÌɯÔÖÚÛɯÙÌÊÌÕÛɯÈÝÈÐÓÈÉÓÌɯËÈÛÈɯÍÙÖÔɯÛÏÌɯ-ÌÉÙÈÚÒÈɯ"ÖÖÙËÐÕÈÛÐÕÎɯ"ÖÔɪ

ÔÐÚÚÐÖÕɯÍÖÙɯ/ÖÚÛÚÌÊÖÕËÈÙàɯ$ËÜÊÈÛÐÖÕɀÚɯ2009 Nebraska Higher Education Progress Report. 

 

As noted above, public charter schools enroll larger proportions of minority (54 percent) and 

low -income students (48 percent) compared to traditional public schools. Those children are 

often not served well in traditional public schools, and Nebraska is no exception. However, 

results for White and non -×ÖÖÙɯÚÛÜËÌÕÛÚɯÐÕËÐÊÈÛÌɯÛÏÈÛɯ-ÌÉÙÈÚÒÈɀÚɯÊÜÙÙÌÕÛɯ×ÜÉÓÐÊɯÚÊÏÖÖÓÐÕÎɯÚàÚɪ

tem is not serving any student group particularly well at any level, elementary, high school, 

and into college. The following section takes a closer look at Nebraska public school perform-

ance trends across grade levels and student socio-economic groups. 
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A Closer Look at Nebraska Public School Student Performance  
 

As summarized in the previous section, multiple measures indicate weak performance among 

Nebraska public school students. Importantly, low proficiency rates are evident across grade 

levels and student sub-groups, including college -bound students. This section examines vari-

ous assessments of Nebraska student performance in greater detail. 

 

School-based Teacher-led Assessment and Reporting System (STARS).  4ÕËÌÙɯ-ÌÉÙÈÚÒÈɀÚɯÈÚɪ

sessment system each district either adopts state standards or develops local standards that 

meet or exceed state standards. Each district must also have a plan for assessing their stan-

dards based primarily on locally developed criterion -ÙÌÍÌÙÌÕÊÌËɯÛÌÚÛÚɯȹ"13ɀÚȺɯÛÏÈÛɯÈÙÌɯÜÕÐØÜÌɯ

to that district. Districts report results for fourth, eighth, and eleventh grades. As a criterion -

ÙÌÍÌÙÌÕÊÌËɯÛÌÚÛȮɯ-ÌÉÙÈÚÒÈɀÚɯ23 12ɯÔÌÈÚÜÙÌÚɯÚÛÜËÌÕÛɯ×ÌÙÍÖÙÔÈÕÊÌɯÈÎÈÐÕÚÛɯÈÊÈËÌÔÐÊɯÚÛÈÕËÈÙËÚɯ

unique to the state or local districts. To compare Nebraska student performance with their 

peers nationwide, districts must also administer standardized norm -referenced tests (NRT), 

such as Terra Nova or the Stanford Achievement Test.46 

(ÕɯÛÏÌɯÔÖÚÛɯÙÌÊÌÕÛɯÌÝÈÓÜÈÛÐÖÕɯ-ÌÉÙÈÚÒÈɀÚɯÈÚÚÌÚÚÔÌÕÛɯÚàÚÛÌÔɯÙÌÓÌÈÚÌËɯÐÕɯƖƔƔƛȮɯÙÌÚÌÈÙÊÏÌÙÚɯÊÖÔɪ

pared student performance on the criterion -referenced STARS and on standardized norm-

referenced tests from 2001 through 2006. Student proficiency improved steadily and signifi-

cantly for fourth, eighth, and eleventh graders in both reading and math on STARS. Student 

proficiency also improved generally in those grades in reading and math on standardized 

norm-referenced tests; however, proficiency gains were significantly higher on STARS than on 

standardized norm -referenced tests. 
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Figure 7: Nebraska Reading Proficiency Grades 4, 8, and 11: STARS and Norm -Reference 

Tests Compared, 2001-2006 

 
2ÖÜÙÊÌȯɯ ÜÛÏÖÙɀÚɯÍÐÎÜÙÌɯÉÈÚÌËɯÖÕɯ-ÌÉÙÈÚÒÈɯ#Ì×ÈÙÛÔÌÕÛɯÖÍɯ$ËÜÊÈÛÐÖÕȮɯComprehensive Evaluation of STARS 

Year Six (2007). 

Note: Figures represent percentages of students scoring proficient or higher. 
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Figure 8: Nebraska Math Proficiency Grades 4, 8, and 11: STARS and Norm -Reference Tests 

Compared, 2002-2006. 

 
2ÖÜÙÊÌȯɯ ÜÛÏÖÙɀÚɯÍÐÎÜÙÌɯÉÈÚÌËɯÖÕɯ-ÌÉÙÈÚÒÈɯ#Ì×ÈÙÛÔÌÕÛɯÖÍɯ$ËÜÊÈÛÐÖÕȮɯComprehensive Evaluation of STARS 

Year Six (2007). 

Note: Figures represent percentages of students scoring proficient or higher. 

 

On average, across all grades, reading proficiency improved more than 14 percentage points 

from 2001 to 2006 on STARS compared to less than 3 percentage points on standardized norm-

referenced tests over that same period. Likewise, across all grades average math proficiency 

improved nearly 14 percent points from 2002 to 2006 on STARS compared to 2 percentage 

points on standardized norm -referenced tests over that same period.47 In explaining such wide 
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assessment system. 

Although in recent years Nebraska has attempted to improve the rigor of its state standards, 

including the approval of new reading and math standards in 2009, the state received an over-

all grade of D- for the strength of its fourth and eighth grade math and reading proficiency 

standards in two distinct analyses released in 2005 and 2007 by experts from Harvard Univer-

sity and the American Enterprise Institute. 49 Researchers from the Thomas B. Fordham Insti-
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learning.50 This finding was substantiated by the U.S. Department of Education in October 

ƖƔƔƝȮɯÞÏÌÕɯÐÛɯÊÖÕÊÓÜËÌËɯÛÏÈÛɯÔÈÕàɯÚÛÈÛÌÚɀɯɁ×ÙÖÍÐÊÐÌÕÊàɂɯÛÏÙÌÚÏÖÓËÚɯÈÙÌɯÚÌÛɯÓÖÞÌÙɯÛÏÈÕɯÛÏÌɯËÌɪ

×ÈÙÛÔÌÕÛɀÚɯÛÏÙÌÚÏÖÓËɯÍÖÙɯÉÈÚÐÊɯÈÊÏÐÌÝÌÔÌÕÛȮɯËÌÍÐÕÌËɯÈÚɯ×ÈÙÛÐÈÓɯÔÈÚÛÌÙàɯÖÍɯÍÜÕËÈÔÌÕÛÈÓɯÎÙÈËÌ-

level skills.51 

3ÏÌɯËÐÚÊÙÌ×ÈÕÊàɯÉÌÛÞÌÌÕɯÛÏÌɯ-ÌÉÙÈÚÒÈɀÚɯÊÙÐÛÌÙÐÖÕ-referenced assessment and the standardized 

norm-referenced tests used by its school districts suggests STARS does not give parents truly 

meaningful information about actual student learning in the basics compared to their peers 

ÈÊÙÖÚÚɯÛÏÌɯÊÖÜÕÛÙàȭɯ-ÖÛɯÖÕÓàɯÐÚɯÛÏÐÚɯËÐÚÊÙÌ×ÈÕÊàɯÈ××ÈÙÌÕÛɯÈÊÊÖÙËÐÕÎɯÛÖɯÛÏÌɯÚÛÈÛÌɀÚɯÖÞÕɯÌÝÈÓÜÈɪ

tions, it is also apparent based on national proficiency data compiled by the U.S. Department 

of Education. 

National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP).   ÓÚÖɯÒÕÖÞÕɯÈÚɯÛÏÌɯ-ÈÛÐÖÕɀÚɯ1Ì×ÖÙÛɯ

"ÈÙËȮɯ- $/ɯÐÚɯÛÏÌɯÖÕÓàɯÕÈÛÐÖÕÈÓÓàɯÙÌ×ÙÌÚÌÕÛÈÛÐÝÌȮɯÖÕÎÖÐÕÎɯÈÚÚÌÚÚÔÌÕÛɯÖÍɯ ÔÌÙÐÊÈÕɯÚÛÜËÌÕÛÚɀɯ

knowledge and skills in various grade -level subject areas. NAEP assessments are administered 

uniformly nationwide, and therefore the results serve as a common measure for all states.52 

3ÏÜÚɯÜÕÓÐÒÌɯ23 12ȮɯÞÏÐÊÏɯÈÚÚÌÚÚÌÚɯ-ÌÉÙÈÚÒÈɯÚÛÜËÌÕÛÚɀɯÎÙÈËÌ-level proficiency against state-

Ú×ÌÊÐÍÐÊɯÈÊÈËÌÔÐÊɯÊÖÕÛÌÕÛɯÚÛÈÕËÈÙËÚȮɯ- $/ɯÔÌÈÚÜÙÌÚɯÚÛÜËÌÕÛÚɀɯÎÙÈËÌ-level proficiency against 

a common set of content standards for all American students. 

$ÍÍÖÙÛÚɯÈÙÌɯÊÜÙÙÌÕÛÓàɯÜÕËÌÙÞÈàɯÛÖɯÔÈ×ɯÚÛÈÛÌÚɀɯÙÌÈËÐÕÎɯÈÕËɯÔÈÛÏɯ×ÙÖÍÐÊÐÌÕÊàɯÚÊÈÓÌÚɯÖÕÛÖɯ- $/ɯ

achievement scales; however, Nebraska is one of three states with insufficient data to be in-

cluded in this effort. 53 %ÖÙɯÛÏÐÚɯÙÌÈÚÖÕȮɯ-ÌÉÙÈÚÒÈɯÚÛÜËÌÕÛÚɀɯ×ÌÙÍÖÙÔÈÕÊÌɯÖÕɯÛÏÌɯ23 12ɯÈÚÚÌÚÚɪ

ment cannot be compared to their performance on NAEP. 

Even so, it is interesting to note that as of the 2008-09 school year at least nine out of 10 Ne-

braska students in grades 4, 8, and 11, were deemed proficient in STARS reading and math. 

Significantly that 90 -percent or better proficiency rate held across those grades in both subjects 

for nearly every student sub -group, including low -income students eligible for the federal free-

and reduced-price lunch program, as well as White, Black, and Hispanic students. In only two 

instances did students score below the average 90 percent proficiency rate. In STARS reading, 

83 percent of Black eleventh graders scored proficient. In STARS math, 84 percent of Black 

eighth graders scored proficient.54 

NAEP proficiency rates among fourth and eighth graders paint a very different picture of 

reading and math performance in Nebraska.55 Significantly, a majority of Nebraska students 

are not proficient in either reading or math across all sub -groupsɭa pattern that has held since 

2000. 
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Figure 9: NAEP Reading Proficiency Grades 4 and 8: Nebraska Public School Students, 2007  

 
2ÖÜÙÊÌȯɯ ÜÛÏÖÙɀÚɯÍÐÎÜÙÌɯÉÈÚÌËɯÖÕɯ4ȭ2ȭɯ#Ì×ÈÙÛÔÌÕÛɯÖÍɯ$ËÜÊÈÛÐÖÕɯ- $/ɯËÈÛÈȭ 

Notes:  

1. Figures represent percentages of students scoring at or above proficient. 

ƖȭɯɁ%1+ɂɯÚÛÈÕËÚɯÍÖÙɯÍÙÌÌ-and reduced-lunch eligible students (low -ÐÕÊÖÔÌȺȰɯɁ-ÖÕ-%1+ɂɯÚÛÈÕËÚɯÍÖÙɯÚÛÜɪ

dents who are not free-and reduced-lunch eligible (not low -income students). 
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Figure 10: NAEP Math Proficiency Grades 4 and 8: Nebraska Public School Students, 2009  

 
2ÖÜÙÊÌȯɯ ÜÛÏÖÙɀÚɯÍÐÎÜÙÌɯÉÈÚÌËɯÖÕɯ4ȭ2ȭɯ#Ì×ÈÙÛÔÌÕÛɯÖÍɯ$ËÜÊÈÛÐÖÕɯ- $/ɯËÈÛÈȭ 

Notes:  

1. Figures represent percentages of students scoring at or above proficient. 

ƖȭɯɁ%1+ɂɯÚÛÈÕËÚɯÍÖÙɯÍÙÌÌ-and reduced-lunch eligible students (low -ÐÕÊÖÔÌȺȰɯɁ-ÖÕ-%1+ɂɯÚÛÈÕËÚɯÍÖÙɯÚÛÜɪ

dents who are not free-and reduced-lunch eligible (not low -income students). 

 

At first glance, overall average NAEP fourth and eighth grade math and reading scores seem 

to indicate that Nebraska students are outperforming their U.S. peers, with more than one -

third of fourth and eighth graders (35 percent) achieving proficiency in reading compared to 

around 30 percent of their peers nationwide. Likewise, more than one-third of Nebraska eighth 

graders achieve proficiency in math (35 percent) compared to one-third of their peers nation-

wide. Meanwhile, nearly 40 percent of Nebraska and U.S. fourth graders achieve proficiency in 

math (38 percent each).  

 

A closer look at several major socio-economic sub-groups reveals that fewer Nebraska stu-

dents are actually proficient in those subjects than their peers across the country. 
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Figure 11: NAEP Reading and Math Proficiency: Nebraska and U.S. Public School Student 

Sub-Groups Compared  

 

 
2ÖÜÙÊÌȯɯ ÜÛÏÖÙɀÚɯÍÐÎÜÙÌɯÉÈÚÌËɯÖÕɯ4ȭ2ȭɯ#Ì×ÈÙÛÔÌÕÛɯÖÍɯ$ËÜÊÈÛÐÖÕɯ- $/ɯËÈÛÈȭ 

Notes:  

1. Figures represent percentages of students scoring at or above proficient. 

2. NAEP reading results are from 2007. NAEP math results are from 2009. 

3. Non-%1+ɂɯÚÛÈÕËÚɯÍÖÙɯÚÛÜËÌÕÛÚɯÞÏÖɯÈÙÌɯÕÖÛɯÍÙÌÌ-and reduced-lunch eligible (not low -income students). 

 

Black fourth graders in Nebraska are the most disadvantaged when it comes to reading and math, 

with only one in 10 achieving proficiency. Although not shown in Figure 8, to put that perform-

ance level into better perspective, Black Nebraska fourth graders do only slightly better in reading 

than fourth grade English learners, 10 percent proficient compared to 9 percent of Nebraska Eng-

lish learners. Nebraska Hispanic students, who are not designated English learners, do only 

slightly better than their Black peers. Poor proficiency rates, however, are not limited to minority 

ÚÛÜËÌÕÛÚɯÚÐÕÊÌɯÈɯÔÈÑÖÙÐÛàɯÖÍɯ-ÌÉÙÈÚÒÈɀÚɯ6ÏÐÛÌɯÈÕËɯÕÖÕ-poor students are not proficient in reading 

or math, either. 

 

American College Test (ACT). 3ÏÌɯ "3ɯÎÈÜÎÌÚɯÏÐÎÏɯÚÊÏÖÖÓɯÎÙÈËÜÈÛÌÚɀɯÈÊÈËÌÔÐÊɯ×ÙÌ×ÈÙÈÛÐÖÕɯÍÖÙɯ

college. The overwhelming majority of Nebraska high school students take the ACT (about 75 per-

cent) rather than the SAT (about 5 percent). Nebraska Education Commissioner Roger Breed took 

strong exception to the Leaders and Laggards report discussed above, which gave Nebraska public 

ÚÊÏÖÖÓÚɯÈɯÎÙÈËÌɯÖÍɯ%ɯÍÖÙɯÚÛÜËÌÕÛÚɀɯÊÖÓÓÌÎÌɯÈÕËɯÊÈÙÌÌÙɯÙÌÈËÐÕÌÚÚȭɯɁ3ÏÌɯÚÖÓÌɯ×ÜÙ×ÖÚÌɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ "3ɯÐÚɯÛÖɯ

ÔÌÈÚÜÙÌɯÙÌÈËÐÕÌÚÚɯÍÖÙɯÊÖÓÓÌÎÌɯÞÖÙÒȮɂɯ"ÖÔÔÐÚÚÐÖÕÌÙɯ!ÙÌÌËɯÚÛÈÛÌËȭɯɁ6ÏàȮɯÖÕÌɯÔÐÎÏÛɯÈÚÒȮɯËÐËɯÛÏÌɯ

report not use performance on the ACT, a test taken by over 70 percent ÖÍɯ-ÌÉÙÈÚÒÈɯÚÌÕÐÖÙÚȳɂ56 
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It is likely that the authors of the Leaders and Laggards report did not use the ACT, at least in 

part, because more high school students nationwide take the SAT.57 It is also worth noting that 

as of the 2008-09 school year, 72 percent of Nebraska high school seniors took the ACT, a six-

year low.58 

Figure 12: Nebraska High School Graduates Who Took the ACT Assessment and/or the SAT 

Reasoning Test, 2004ɬ2008 

 
2ÖÜÙÊÌȯɯ ÜÛÏÖÙɀÚɯÍÐÎÜÙÌɯÙÌ×ÙÖËÜÊÌÚɯ%ÐÎÜÙÌɯƕȭƕÉƕɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ-ÌÉÙÈÚÒÈɯ"ÖÖÙËÐÕÈÛÐÕÎɯ"ÖÔÔÐÚÚÐÖÕɯÍÖÙɯ/ÖÚÛÚÌÊɪ

ÖÕËÈÙàɯ$ËÜÊÈÛÐÖÕɀÚɯ2009 Nebraska Higher Education Progress Report. 

 

"ÖÔÔÐÚÚÐÖÕÌÙɯ!ÙÌÌËɯËÐÚ×ÜÛÌËɯ-ÌÉÙÈÚÒÈɀÚɯÊÖÓÓÌÎÌ-ready grade of F in the Leaders and Laggards 

report noting that of the 15 states that tested 70 percent or more of their 2009 graduates using 

the ACT, Nebraska had the highest composite score.59 Regardless of how Nebraska compares 

ÞÐÛÏɯÈɯÙÌÓÈÛÐÝÌɯÏÈÕËÍÜÓɯÖÍɯÖÛÏÌÙɯÚÛÈÛÌÚȮɯÈɯÊÓÖÚÌÙɯÓÖÖÒɯÈÛɯ-ÌÉÙÈÚÒÈɯÏÐÎÏɯÚÊÏÖÖÓɯÚÛÜËÌÕÛÚɀɯ "3ɯ

performance substantiates the conclusion that alarming proportions of them are not college- 

ready. 

3ÏÌɯ "3ɯÈÚÚÌÚÚÌÚɯÈÊÏÐÌÝÌÔÌÕÛɯÐÕɯ$ÕÎÓÐÚÏȮɯÙÌÈËÐÕÎȮɯÔÈÛÏȮɯÈÕËɯÚÊÐÌÕÊÌȭɯ2ÛÜËÌÕÛÚɀɯÚÊÖÙÌÚɯÈÙÌɯÙÌɪ

ported on a 36-point scale in each subject, and a composite score is also reported on a 36-point 

ÚÊÈÓÌɯÛÖɯÙÌÍÓÌÊÛɯÚÛÜËÌÕÛÚɀɯÖÝÌÙÈÓÓɯ×ÌÙÍÖÙÔÈÕÊÌȭɯ2ÐÕÊÌɯƖƔƔƘȮɯ-ÌÉÙÈÚÒÈɯÚÛÜËÌÕÛÚɀɯÖÝÌÙÈÓÓɯ "3ɯ

scores have increased slightly, averaging around 22 points, approximately one point higher 

than the national average.60 
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The ACT also uses benchmarks or minimum scores for each subject to gauge the likelihood of 

ÚÛÜËÌÕÛÚɀɯÚÜÊÊÌÚÚɯÐÕɯÊÖÓÓÌÎÌȭɯ3ÏÖÚÌɯÚÊÖÙÌÚɯÔÌÈÕɯÛÏÈÛɯÚÛÜËÌÕÛÚɯÏÈÝÌɯÌÐÛÏÌÙɯÈɯƙƔɯ×ÌÙÊÌÕÛɯÊÏÈÕÊÌɯÖÍɯ

earning a B or higher, or a 75 percent chance of earning a C or higher in related entry-level, 

credit -bearing college courses. Those college courses, along with their corresponding ACT sub-

ject-area tests and benchmark scores are as follows: English composition-ACT English, 18; so-

cial science-ACT reading, 21; algebra-ACT math, 22; and biology-ACT science, 24.61 

Since 2004, the percentages of all Nebraska students meeting and exceeding ACT subject-area 

benchmarks have increased; however, a majority of students met or exceeded those bench-

marks in only two of the four ACT subject areas. In 2008, 77 percent of all Nebraska students 

tested college-ready in English; 60 percent in reading; 49 percent in math; and 35 percent in 

science. Just over a quarter of all Nebraska students (27 percent) tested college-ready in all four 

subjects.62 With the exception of ACT English, a majority of minority students do not test col-

lege-ready. 

 ÚɯÞÐÛÏɯÍÖÜÙÛÏɯÈÕËɯÌÐÎÏÛÏɯÎÙÈËÌɯ- $/ɯÙÌÈËÐÕÎɯÈÕËɯÔÈÛÏȮɯ!ÓÈÊÒɯÚÛÜËÌÕÛÚɀɯÚÊÖÙÌÚɯÈÙÌɯÛÏÌɯÓÖÞɪ

est compared to their White and Hispanic peers, and a majority of Black students do not score 

college-ready in any subject tested. A majority of Hispanic students test college-ready in ACT 

English only, while White students test college -ready in ACT English and reading.  

Figure 13: Nebraska Students Testing College -Ready on the ACT by Race/Ethnicity, Gradu-

ating Class of 2008 

 
2ÖÜÙÊÌȯɯ ÜÛÏÖÙɀÚɯÍÐÎÜÙÌɯÉÈÚÌËɯÖÕɯ%ÐÎÜÙÌɯƕȭƕÉƛɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ-ÌÉÙÈÚÒÈɯ"ÖÖÙËÐÕÈÛÐÕÎɯ"ÖÔÔÐÚÚÐÖÕɯÍÖÙɯPostsecond-

ÈÙàɯ$ËÜÊÈÛÐÖÕɀÚɯ2009 Nebraska Higher Education Progress Report. 
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Particularly troubling about those results is the fact that the number of students reporting tak-

ing core courses or more increased from 67 percent in 2004 to 72 percent in 2008. Core courses 

are supposed to include, at a minimum, four years of English, and at least three years each of 

social studies, science, and mathematics, beginning with Algebra I.63 

Almost as many Black and White students reported taking core course or more (71 percent and 

73 percent, respectively) compared to Hispanic students (67 percent). Yet Black students had 

the lowest ACT scores.64 While the Nebraska Coordinating Commission for Postsecondary 

Education attributes this inconsistency to a possible reporting error, the poor performance of 

-ÌÉÙÈÚÒÈɀÚɯ!ÓÈÊÒɯÚÛÜËÌÕÛÚɯÐÚɯÕÖÛɯÐÚÖÓÈÛÌËɯÛÖɯÏÐÎÏɯÚÊÏÖÖÓɯ "3ɯÚÊÖÙÌÚȮɯÈÚɯÛÏÌɯ×ÙÌÝÐÖÜÚɯÚÌÊÛÐÖÕɯÖÕɯ

NAEP fourth and eighth grade reading and math performance illustrates.  

Advanced Placement (AP) Coursetaking. AP is a rigorous academic program with 37 courses 

in a variety of subject areas giving academically prepared high school students the opportunity to 

study and learn at the college level. AP courses culminate in a suite of college-level assessments of 

ÚÛÜËÌÕÛÚɀɯÔÈÚÛÌÙàɯÖÍɯÊÖÓÓÌÎÌ-level course work. More than 90 percent of American four -year col-

leges and universities grant students credit, placement or both on the basis of successful AP exam 

scores. Research shows that students scoring 3 or higher typically experience greater academic suc-

cess in college and improved graduation rates than their non-AP student peers.65 

Similar to the ACT, access to AP exams is correlated with a greater likelihood that students will 

complete college degrees. According to the College Board, which oversees the AP program, 45 per-

cent of students who have taken one AP course and 61 percent of students who have taken two or 

ÔÖÙÌɯ /ɯÊÖÜÙÚÌÚɯÊÖÔ×ÓÌÛÌɯÛÏÌÐÙɯÉÈÊÏÌÓÖÙɀÚɯËÌÎÙÌÌÚɯÐÕɯÍÖÜÙɯàÌÈÙÚɯÖÙɯÓÌÚÚȭɯ(ÕɯÊÖÕÛÙÈÚÛȮɯÖÕÓàɯƖƝɯ×ÌÙɪ

cent of students who have not taken an AP course complete their college degrees on time.66 

Nationwide an average of 15.2 percent of students in the class of 2008 scored a 3 or higher on any 

AP exam taken during high school. In contrast, Nebraska tied with Missouri with just 6.5 percent 

of its class of 2008 scoring a 3 or higher, the third lowest percentage nationally, ranking lower than 

Alabama (6.8 percent), North Dakota (6.9 percent), West Virginia (6.9 percent), the District of Co-

lumbia (6.9 percent), Wyoming (7.5 percent), Iowa (8.3 percent), and South Dakota (9.7 percent).67 

Of the approximately 11 percent of Nebraska students that take AP exams each year, around 85 

percent are white. Of those students, around 85 percent score a 3 or higher on any AP exam. AP 

participation rates are significantly lower among other Nebraska high school student sub -groups; 

and AP performance among those participating students is lower still. 68 

Nebraska also ranked below the national average of Black students scoring a 3 or higher on any 

 /ɯÌßÈÔȮɯƗȭƙɯ×ÌÙÊÌÕÛɯÊÖÔ×ÈÙÌËɯÛÖɯ-ÌÉÙÈÚÒÈɀÚɯƖȭƖɯ×ÌÙÊÌÕÛȭɯ ÛɯÑÜÚÛɯƘȭƖɯ×ÌÙÊÌÕÛȮɯÛÏÌɯÚÛÈÛÌɯÞÈÚɯÈÓÚÖɯÍÈÙɯ

below the national average of 13.8 percent of Hispanic students scoring a 3 or higher on any AP 

exam.69 

 



25 

Figure 14: Nebraska AP Participation and Performance by Student Ethnicity, 2003, 2005, and 2007  

 
2ÖÜÙÊÌȯɯ ÜÛÏÖÙɀÚɯÍÐÎÜÙÌɯÉÈÚÌÚɯÖÕɯËÈÛÈɯÍÙÖÔɯÛÏÌɯ"ÖÓÓÌÎÌɯ!ÖÈÙËɀÚɯFifth Annual AP Report to the Nation: Ne-

braska Supplement. 

 

High School Graduation and Dropout Rates.  As of the 2005-ƔƚɯÚÊÏÖÖÓɯàÌÈÙȮɯ-ÌÉÙÈÚÒÈɀÚɯÏÐÎÏɯ

school graduation rate was 87 percent, second only to Wisconsin with a graduation rate of 87.5 

percent, according to a Nebraska Department of Education report. Yet the state ranks first with 

an average annual high school graduation rate of 86.1 percent from the 1990-91 school year 

through the 2005-06 school year.70 ,ÖÙÌɯÙÌÊÌÕÛɯËÈÛÈɯÐÕËÐÊÈÛÌɯ-ÌÉÙÈÚÒÈɀÚɯÏÐÎÏɯÚÊÏÖÖÓɯÎÙÈËÜÈɪ

tion is even higher, climbing from 89.7 percent in 2006-07 to 90.3 percent in 2007-08.71 Thus 

more than nine out of 10 Nebraska high school students graduate from high school. As of the 

2007-ƔƜɯÚÊÏÖÖÓɯàÌÈÙȮɯÏÖÞÌÝÌÙȮɯÎÙÈËÜÈÛÐÖÕɯÙÈÛÌÚɯÍÖÙɯ-ÌÉÙÈÚÒÈɀÚɯ'ÐÚ×ÈÕÐÊɯÈÕËɯ!ÓÈÊÒɯÚÛÜËÌÕÛÚɯ

were much lower than White students, 92.7 percent compared to the Hispanic student gradua-

tion rate of 73.7 and the Black student graduation rate of 68.7.72 

 

(ÕɯÚ×ÐÛÌɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÚÛÈÛÌɀÚɯÏÐÎÏɯÎÙÈËÜÈÛÐÖÕɯÙÈÛÌÚȮɯÙÌÚÌÈÙÊÏɯÚÏÖÞÚɯÛÏÈÛɯÐÕɯ-ÌÉÙÈÚÒÈɯÖÕÓàɯƗƛɯ×ÌÙÊÌÕÛɯÖÍɯ

high school students overall graduate with transcripts that would prepare them for four -year 

college-level work: 41 percent of White high school graduates compared to 17 percent of Black 

high school graduates.73 If reading proficiency is included for a richer measure of college -

readiness, only 35 percent of Nebraska high school graduates can be considered ready for four-

year college-level work: 40 percent of White high school graduates compared to 13 percent of 

Black high school graduates.74 
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The Nebraska Coordinating Commission for Postsecondary Education also notes that while 

ÛÏÌɯÎÙÈËÜÈÛÐÖÕɯÙÈÛÌÚɯÍÖÙɯ'ÐÚ×ÈÕÐÊɯÈÕËɯ!ÓÈÊÒɯÚÛÜËÌÕÛÚɯɁÐÕÊÙÌÈÚÌËɯÉÌÛÞÌÌÕɯƖƔƔƖɬ2003 and 2007ɬ

2008, these minorities continue to account for disproportionate and increasing percentages of 

-ÌÉÙÈÚÒÈɀÚɯ×ÜÉÓÐÊɯÏÐÎÏɯÚÊÏÖÖÓɯËÙÖ×ÖÜÛÚȭɂ75 As of the 2007-08 school year, there were 2,460 high 

school dropouts compared to 19,995 graduates.76 Fourteen school districts representing close to 

one-ÛÏÐÙËɯȹƗƕɯ×ÌÙÊÌÕÛȺɯÖÍɯÈÓÓɯ-ÌÉÙÈÚÒÈɯÏÐÎÏɯÚÊÏÖÖÓÚɯÈÊÊÖÜÕÛÌËɯÍÖÙɯƛƗɯ×ÌÙÊÌÕÛɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÚÛÈÛÌɀÚɯËÙÖ×ɪ

outs.77 Research from the Alliance for Excellent Education indicates that the annual cost to the 

Omaha area alone of the 3,240 students who dropped out of the Class of 2008 is $34 million in 

lost wages and foregone tax revenue.78 

College Continuation Rates.  High school graduates going on to college is another important 

gauge of college readiness, referred to as the college continuation rate. This rate is the number 

of resident, first -time college freshmen who graduated from high school during the past 12 

months, divided by the number of students who graduated from Nebraska high schools dur-

ÐÕÎɯÛÏÌɯ×ÙÌÝÐÖÜÚɯÚÊÏÖÖÓɯàÌÈÙȭɯ-ÌÉÙÈÚÒÈɀÚɯÊÖÓÓÌÎÌɯÊÖÕÛÐÕÜÈÛÐÖÕɯÙÈÛÌɯÖÍɯƚƚȭƛɯÐÕɯƖƔƔƚɯÐÚɯÓÖÞÌÙɯÛÏÈÕɯ

its 87 percent high school graduation rate that year.79 

College Completion Rates. College completion is perhaps the strongest indicator of college 

readiness. Four-year baccalaureate graduation rates are typically based on a six-year time 

frame, and two-year associate degree graduation rates are typically based on a three-year time 

frame. As of the 2006-ƔƛɯÚÊÏÖÖÓɯàÌÈÙȮɯ-ÌÉÙÈÚÒÈɀÚɯÖÝÌÙÈÓÓɯÊÖÓÓÌÎÌɯÎÙÈËÜÈÛÐÖÕɯÙÈÛÌɯÞÈÚɯƘƝȭƕɯ×ÌÙɪ

cent, yet there were wide disparities among Nebraska student sub-groups. During the 2006-07 

school year, the college graduation rate for White students was 50.7 percent, compared to a 

32.5 percent rate for Hispanic students and a 32.4 percent rate for Black students.80 

As noted above, some Nebraska high school students participate in AP courses, which helps 

ÐÔ×ÙÖÝÌɯÊÖÓÓÌÎÌɯÊÖÔ×ÓÌÛÐÖÕȭɯ(Ô×ÙÖÝÐÕÎɯÚÛÜËÌÕÛÚɀɯÊÏÈÕÊÌÚɯÖÍɯÊÖÓÓÌÎÌɯÊÖÔ×ÓÌÛÐÖÕɯÐÚɯÈɯ×ÈÙÛÐÊÜɪ

larly pressing policy concern since about half of all students nationwide enter college having to 

take at least one remedial course.81 Research also shows that students who completed any re-

medial courses are less likely to earn their degrees than students who had no remediation.82 

Nebraska, however, does not collect college remediation statistics, which contributed to its 

grade of D for data collection in the Leaders and Laggards report.83 
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3Ö×ɯ,àÛÏÚɯÈÉÖÜÛɯ"ÏÈÙÛÌÙɯ2ÊÏÖÖÓÚɯÈÕËɯ6Ïàɯ3ÏÌàɀÙÌɯ-ÖÛɯ2Ö 
 

Perhaps the greatest barrier to allowing charter school in Nebraska is the belief that the current 

system is just fine. As the previous sections show, majorities of students are not proficient in 

the basics, they are not college-ready, and alarming numbers of Nebraska students do not 

complete college degrees. If those students are to be prepared for a 21st Century world, they 

need better public school alternatives nowɭnot years from now as the current system at-

ÛÌÔ×ÛÚɯÛÖɯÙÌÍÖÙÔɯÐÛÚÌÓÍȭɯ ÉÚÌÕÛɯÌßÛÌÙÕÈÓɯ×ÙÌÚÚÜÙÌɯÛÖɯÐÔ×ÙÖÝÌȮɯ-ÌÉÙÈÚÒÈɀÚɯÖÕÌ-size-fits-all sys-

tem will continue to leave significant numbers of students unprepared. Improving the system 

will require more than a handful of magnet schools, expensive and controversial learning com-

munities, or isolated specialized programs within a top -down, command -and-control public 

schooling system. Fresh thinking from the bottom -Ü×ɯÐÚɯÕÌÌËÌËȮɯÈÕËɯÛÏÈÛɀÚɯ×ÙÌÊÐÚÌÓàɯÞÏÈÛɯ×ÜÉɪ

lic charter schools offer. 

 

Aside from the belief that the current system is fine and perfectly capable of reforming itself, 

there are several other myths about public charter schools. This section examines those myths 

and why they are not so.84 

 

Myth #1: Nebraska parents have enough choices. Nebraska parents overwhelming want more 

options for educating their children, as discussed previously. In particular, they do not appear 

ÊÖÕÍÐËÌÕÛɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÊÜÙÙÌÕÛɯÚàÚÛÌÔɀÚɯÈÉÐÓÐÛàɯÛÖɯ×ÙÖÝÐËÌɯÏÐÎÏɯØÜÈÓÐÛàɯÚ×ÌÊÐÈÓÐáÌËɯ×ÙÖÎÙÈÔÚɯÈÕËɯÚÌÙɪ

vices. For all the supposed public schooling options available now, alarming numbers of Ne-

braska students are not proficient in the basics, are not college-ready, are dropping out of 

school, and are not completing college degrees. With recent efforts to consolidate schools and 

districts, meaningful public school options are shrinking for parents since such consolidation 

increases travel time, school district size, and classroom size. Research also shows that rural 

areas are disproportionally affected by such consolidation. 85 Moreover, larger districts are as-

sociated with lower high school graduation rates. 86 To put the impact of school district consoli-

dation into better perspective, the average Nebraska school district was 111 square miles in 

1993-94. As the numbers of school districts declined, their average size increased.  The number 

of regular school districts dropped dramatically between the 2005 -06 and 2006-07 schools 

years, from 474 to 269. Consequently, the average regular school district in Nebraska jumped 

from 162 square miles to 288 square miles in that one-year period.87 

Myth #2: Public charter schools drain money from traditional public schools.  Thomas B. Ford-

ham Institute president Chester E. Finn aptly exposes the underbelly of this myth when he ob-

serves: 

District leaders characteristically do not regard public education dollars as belonging to 

the children being educated and meant to follow those girls and boys to whatever 

schools they enroll in. Rather, they see these monies as the patrimony of their own in-

stitutions, as revenues to which district -operated schools have some inherent right, 
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whether anyone wants to attend those schools or not. Every penny that flows into a 

ÊÏÈÙÛÌÙɯÚÊÏÖÖÓȮɯÐÕɯÛÏÌÐÙɯÝÐÌÞȮɯÐÚɯÈɯ×ÌÕÕàɯÓÖÚÛɯÛÖɯɁ×ÜÉÓÐÊɯÌËÜÊÈÛÐÖÕȭɂɯ-ÌÝÌÙɯÔÐÕËɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÏÐÚɯ

misrepresents public education, places the interests of adults ahead of children, and 

privileges institutional budgets at the expense of academic achievement.88 

Resources are intended to provide for the education of students first and foremost. That is why 

ÜÕËÌÙɯ-ÌÉÙÈÚÒÈɀÚɯÊÜÙÙÌÕÛɯÖ×ÌÕɯÌÕÙÖÓÓÔÌÕÛɯÚàÚÛÌÔȮɯÞÏÌÕɯÚÛÜËÌÕÛÚɯÛÙÈÕÚÍÌÙɯÍÙÖÔɯÚÊÏÖÖÓÚɯÐÕɯ

ÛÏÌÐÙɯÏÖÔÌɯËÐÚÛÙÐÊÛÚɯÛÖɯÖÕÌÚɯÖÜÛÚÐËÌȮɯÚÛÜËÌÕÛÚɀɯÍÜÕËÐÕÎɯÍÖÓÓÖÞÚɯÛÏÌÔȭɯ/ÜÉÓÐÊɯÊÏÈÙÛÌÙɯÚÊÏÖÖÓÚɯÈÙÌɯ

no differentɭwith one important exception: they require less funding.  

 

Freed from cumbersome regulations, charter schools do not maintain costly bureaucracies or 

operate under inefficient procurement, hiring, or labor practices. They must use current -year 

budgeting practices, receiving funds in real -time for real students not those enrolled in previ-

ous years. Operating this way helps make charter schools leaner and more efficient, and on 

average, charter school funding amounts to 61 percent of what traditional public schools re-

ceive.89 

In Nebraska, that would translate to an estimated $5,838 per student for public charter schools 

compared to $9,570 per student in traditional public schools, a savings of $3,732.90 To put that 

savings into perspective, if just one percent of Nebraska public school students (2,912) enrolled 

in a charter school instead of a traditional public school, the estimated annual savings to the 

state and local school districts would be $10.9 million. Those savings distributed among a 

smaller traditional public school student population would result in higher per -student fund-

ÐÕÎɯÈÚɯÞÌÓÓɯÈÚɯÌÈÚÌɯÖÝÌÙÊÙÖÞËÐÕÎȮɯÏÌÓ×ÐÕÎɯÛÖɯÙÌËÜÊÌɯËÐÚÛÙÐÊÛÚɀɯÍÈÊÐÓÐÛÐÌÚɯÊÖÚÛÚȭɯ ËËÐÛÐÖÕÈÓÓàȮɯ

charter schools do not have taxing authority, so they must live within their means. This is an 

important public policy consideration for Nebraska as the state struggles with the pending 

ÓÌÈÙÕÐÕÎɯÊÖÔÔÜÕÐÛàɀÚɯÓÈÞÚÜÐÛɯÖÝÌÙɯÔÐÓÓÐÖÕÚɯÖÍɯËÖÓÓÈÙÚɯÉÌÐÕÎɯÙÌËÐÚÛÙÐÉÜÛÌËɯÈÔÖÕÎɯÚÊÏÖÖÓɯËÐÚɪ

ÛÙÐÊÛÚɯÜÕËÌÙɯÛÏÌɯ×ÙÖÎÙÈÔɀÚɯÛÈßɯÓÌÝàÐÕÎɯÚÊÏÌËÜÓÌȭ91 

,àÛÏɯșƗȯɯ"ÏÈÙÛÌÙɯ2ÊÏÖÖÓÚɯɁ"ÙÌÈÔɂɯÛÏÌɯ!ÌÚÛɯ2ÛÜËÌÕÛÚ. As shown above, charter schools enroll 

higher proportions of minority and low -income students than traditional public schools. These 

are children who are typically not served well by the traditional system but thrive in charter 

schools where they receive more individualized attention and benefit from educational pro-

grams better tailored to their unique, individual needs. Charter schools are also a preferable 

alternative to magnet schools, which are allowed to restrict enrollment to students who pass 

admissions tests or meet certain racial profiles. Magnet schools may also be allowed to charge 

tuition like private schools.  

 

Myth #4 Charter Schools Do Not Improve Student Achievement. Most charter-school students 

in states where a majority of children are minority and socio -economically disadvantaged are a 

year ahead in reading, improving in math, and are staying in school instead of dropping out. 92 

Given the growing demand from parents described previously, charter schools are clearly do-

ing something right ɭespecially since parents typically cite educational quality as the primary 
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ÙÌÈÚÖÕɯÍÖÙɯÊÏÖÖÚÐÕÎɯÛÏÌÐÙɯÊÏÐÓËÙÌÕɀÚɯÚÊÏÖÖÓÚȭ93 A significant body of research backs them up.94 

In fact, parents are more likely to remove their children from charter schools that do not pro-

duce above-average achievement gains. This means that over time, the overall quality of the 

public charter -school sector will continue to improve as weaker performers close and stronger 

performers expand.95 

 

One of the most comprehensive charter school achievement studies to date published by Har-

vard University found that elementary charter students are 5.2 percent more likely to be profi-

cient in reading and 3.2 percent more likely to be proficient in math on their state's exams. 

Charter schools that have been open longer perform even better, with charter school students 

being 10 percent or more likely to be proficient in reading and math. Charter schools are espe-

cially likely to raise the achievement of students who are poor or Hispanic, which is significant 

because charter schools enroll students who are more likely to be minorities or poor. The key 

components to achieving those superior results were school autonomy and funding equal to at 

least 40 percent of regular public schools.96 

 

6ÏÈÛɀÚɯÔÖÙÌȮɯÊÏÈÙÛÌÙɯÚÊÏÖÖÓÚɯÕÖÛɯÖÕÓàɯÐÔ×ÙÖÝÌɯÛÏÌɯ×ÌÙÍÖÙÔÈÕÊÌɯÖÍɯÚÛÜËÌÕÛÚɯÛÏÌàɯÌÕÙÖÓÓȮɯÛÏÌàɯ

ÏÌÓ×ɯÐÔ×ÙÖÝÌɯÛÏÌɯ×ÌÙÍÖÙÔÈÕÊÌɯÖÍɯÚÜÙÙÖÜÕËÐÕÎɯÛÙÈËÐÛÐÖÕÈÓɯ×ÜÉÓÐÊɯÚÊÏÖÖÓÚɯÈÚɯÞÌÓÓȭɯ ÙÐáÖÕÈɀÚɯÌßɪ

perience with charter schools is especially illustrative for Nebraska. Like Nebraska, Arizona 

has statewide public school choice through its open enrollment policy. Focusing on the metro-

politan Phoenix area, competition for students from charter schools raised traditional public 

performance in fourth grade NAEP reading and math 1.4 national percentile points annually 

without having to spend a penny more. In fact, poorly performing traditional public schools 

improved the most when faced with charter competition. The annual improvements gains are 

so strong it is estimated that achievement gaps between urban students and their peers in the 

more affluent suburbs could be closed within a decade.97 

 

Myth #5: Charter schools are not accountable. As public schools, charter schools must abide 

by the same admissions, testing, reporting, and other accountability regulations as traditional 

×ÜÉÓÐÊɯÚÊÏÖÖÓÚȭɯ6ÏÈÛɀÚɯÔÖÙÌȮɯÊÏÈÙÛÌÙɯÚÊÏÖÖÓÚɯÈÙÌɯÎÖÝÌÙÕÌËɯÉàɯÈɯÊÖÕÛÙÈÊÛɯÖÙɯÊÏÈÙÛÌÙɯÛÏÈÛɯÚÛÐ×Üɪ

lates their achievement goals, and they are subject to regular reviews and on-site monitoring 

by representatives of their chartering agency. If charter schools do not fulfill the terms of their 

charters, their contracts are not renewed. In fact, 657 of the 5,250 charter schools that have ever 

opened nationwide, 13 percent, have been closed since 1992 for various reasons, specifically: 

 

¶ 41 percent for financial deficiencies (low student enrollment or insufficient funding);  

¶ 27 percent for mismanagement; and 

¶ 14 percent were closed for poor academic performance.98 

 

The largest number of closures has occurred in states with the most charter schools, California 

with 103, Arizona with 96, and Florida with 82. 99 Consider the last time a traditional public 
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school was closed for any of those reasons. Unlike traditional public schools, charters typically 

do not receive more money and more time to turn around. Most important, charters face im-

mediate consequences because when dissatisfied parents transfer their children, those charter 

ÚÊÏÖÖÓÚɯÓÖÚÌɯÛÏÌɯÚÛÜËÌÕÛÚɀɯÈÚÚÖÊÐÈÛÌËɯÍÜÕËÐÕÎɯÐÕɯÙÌÈÓɯÛÐÔÌɭnot in subsequent budget years as 

in traditional public schools. 100 

If a charter school loses enough students, it closes. It does not receive additional funding for 

declining enrollment. Thus even though charter schools are managed locally on-site instead of 

by a school district, they are subject to multiple layers of accountability: to the state and federal 

governments just like any other public school; to the authorizers who oversee their perform-

ance contracts; and to the parents who entrust them with their children.  

 

Key Components of Strong Charter School Policy  
 

 Ɂ"ÌÕÛÙÈÓÐáÌËȮɯÛÖ×-ËÖÞÕɯÊÖÕÛÙÖÓɯËÐËÕɀÛɯÞÖÙÒɯÍÖÙɯÛÙÈËÐÛÐÖÕÈÓɯ×ÜÉÓÐÊɯÚÊÏÖÖÓÚȮɂɯÌß×ÓÈÐÕÚɯ)ÌÈÕÕÌɯ

 ÓÓÌÕȮɯ/ÙÌÚÐËÌÕÛɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ"ÌÕÛÌÙɯÍÖÙɯ$ËÜÊÈÛÐÖÕɯ1ÌÍÖÙÔȮɯɁÈÕËɯÐÛɯÞÖÕɀÛɯÞÖÙÒɯÍÖÙɯÊÏÈÙÛÌÙɯÚÊÏÖÖÓÚȮɯ

without turning them into highly regulated, input -focused entities that wind up exactly like 

×ÜÉÓÐÊɯÚÊÏÖÖÓÚɯÉÌÍÖÙÌɯÛÏÌɯÈËÝÌÕÛɯÖÍɯÌËÜÊÈÛÐÖÕɯÙÌÍÖÙÔȭɂ101 Successful charter schools begin with 

strong charter school laws. Below are four core components of the strongest charter school 

laws nationwide. 102 

 

Multiple Charter School Authorizers.  Authorizers are the entities that hold and oversee a char-

ÛÌÙɯÚÊÏÖÖÓɀÚɯ×ÌÙÍÖÙÔÈÕÊÌɯÊÖÕÛÙÈÊÛȭɯ1ÌÚÌÈÙÊÏɯÚÏÖÞÚɯÚÛÈÛÌÚɯÞÐÛÏɯÔÜÓÛÐ×ÓÌȮɯÐÕËÌ×ÌÕËÌÕÛɯÈÜÛÏÖÙÐáɪ

ers provide better oversight and consequently better charter schools.103 Currently there are 819 

charter school authorizers nationwide. They include:  

¶ Local Education Agencies (including county and regional agencies) (726) 

¶ Higher Education Institutions (42)  

¶ State Education Agencies (21) 

¶ Not for Profits (21)  

¶ Independent Chartering Boards (7) 

¶ Mayors/Municipalities (2) 104 

Local education agencies, including school districts, are an important authorizing option and 

at 726 are the most numerous charter operators nationwide. Many school districts consider 

charter schools an integral component to achieving their educational missions. For other dis-

tricts, however, overseeing charter schools and ensuring their continued quality is an addi-

tional burden given their current oversight and management duties. Multiple authorizers help 

relieve that pressure and better ensure there are enough high quality charter schools to meet 

student demand. Multiple authorizers also help keep the chartering process from becoming 

politicized, as is often the case when school districts have the primary responsibility over 
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which charter schools open or close. Traditional public school districts and school boards do 

not make good charter authorizers in general. The Thomas B. Fordham Institute explains that 

ɁÐÛɯÐÚɯÊÓÌÈÙɯÛÏÈÛɯÖÕÌɯÖÙɯÔÖÙÌɯÕÖÕ-local board authorizers must be directly available to potential 

applicants, not just via an appeal process. A separate chartering board, or an entity that can 

distance itself somewhat from local politics and traditional compliance -driven accountability 

×ÙÖÊÌÚÚÌÚȮɯÈ××ÌÈÙɯÛÖɯÉÌɯÛÏÌɯÉÌÚÛɯÈÓÛÌÙÕÈÛÐÝÌÚȭɂ105 

Autonomy over Operations, Accountability for Results.  Effective policy holds schools ac-

ÊÖÜÕÛÈÉÓÌɯÍÖÙɯÙÌÚÜÓÛÚɯÉÜÛɯËÖÌÚɯÕÖÛɯÔÐÊÙÖÔÈÕÈÎÌɯÏÖÞɯÛÏÌàɯÈÊÏÐÌÝÌɯÛÏÌÔȭɯɁ%ÓÌßÐÉÐÓÐÛàɯÈÕËɯ

ÈÜÛÖÕÖÔàɯ ÈÙÌɯ ÕÌÊÌÚÚÈÙàɯ ×ÙÌÊÖÕËÐÛÐÖÕÚɯ ÍÖÙɯ ÊÏÈÙÛÌÙɯ ÚÊÏÖÖÓɯ ÚÜÊÊÌÚÚȮɂɯ ÈÊÊÖÙËÐÕÎɯ ÛÖɯ )ÈÔÌÚɯ

Merriman, Executive Director of the Charter Schools Institute at State University of New York. 

Strong charter school laws give teachers and administrators the necessary flexibility to make 

swift changes if students are not performing well. Absent this autonomy and flexibility, oner-

ous regulatory hurdles often prevent them from making even the slightest adjustments in edu-

cational programs.106 As public schools, charters already comply with existing state testing and 

reporting requirements. Decisions over curriculum, textbooks, and hiring should be decided at 

the school level. Operational autonomy encompasses several other factors as well. Charter 

schools should be able to hire the best teachers for the job, union or non-union, novice or vet-

eran, certified or not, and pay them according to their performance and market demand, in-

stead of arbitrary pay scales. Another consideration is that charter schools should not be en-

cumbered by school district bureaucracy or control over staffing, vendors, or funding. 107 

Do Not Limit the Number of Charter Schools or Enrollment.  To ensure charter school supply 

keeps apace with demand, state law should not limit the number of charter schools that can 

open, nor should it limit charter student enrollment. Oftentimes the same opponents who 

deny the need for charter schools will also insist on charter school caps, citing concerns over 

too many transfers. The late Sen. Raikes demonstrated such inconstancy in 2008 when on the 

one hand he dismissed the need for charter schools in Nebraska, yet on the other hand ex-

×ÙÌÚÚÌËɯÊÖÕÊÌÙÕɯÖÝÌÙɯÛÏÌɯÌÍÍÌÊÛɯÛÏÌàɯÔÐÎÏÛɯÏÈÝÌɯÐÕɯÙÜÙÈÓɯÈÙÌÈÚȭɯɁ(ÛɯËÖÌÚÕɀÛɯÔÈÒÌɯÚÌÕÚÌɯÛÖɯÛÈÒÌɯ

ÚÛÜËÌÕÛÚɯÍÙÖÔɯÈÕɯÈÓÙÌÈËàɯÚÔÈÓÓɯÎÙÖÜ×ɯÈÕËɯÚÌÕËɯÛÏÌÔɯÛÖɯÈɯÚÌ×ÈÙÈÛÌɯÚÊÏÖÖÓȭɂ108 Of course, if 

ÛÏÖÚÌɯÚÊÏÖÖÓÚɯÈÙÌɯÔÌÌÛÐÕÎɯÚÛÜËÌÕÛÚɀɯÕÌÌËÚȮɯÚÛÜËÌÕÛÚɯÞÖÜÓËÕɀÛɯÛÙÈÕÚÍÌÙɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÍÐÙÚÛɯ×ÓÈÊÌȭ 

Rational Funding.  Education funding is for the benefit of students, and should not be re-

garded as an entitlement for any schooling system. Funding should therefore be equitable for 

all public school students, district or charter, based on the actual costs of teaching them accord-

ing to their particular needs and the real cost incurred by the schools they attend, which is af-

ÍÌÊÛÌËɯÉàɯÈɯÚÊÏÖÖÓɀÚɯÚÐáÌɯÈÕËɯÓÖÊÈÛÐÖÕȮɯÈÔÖÕÎɯÖÛÏÌÙɯÍÈÊÛÖÙÚȭɯ6ÏÌÕɯÊÖÕÚÐËÌÙÐÕÎɯÊÖÔ×ÈÙÈÉÓÌɯ

funding for charter school students it should be borne in mind that traditional public school 

expenditures are a weak barometer at best of actual education costs.  A significant portion of 

funding in the traditional public school system can be diverted to bloated bureaucracy, ineffi-

cient facilities and maintenance management, as well as costly contracting and procurement 

practices. Additionally, there are virtually no incentives in the traditional public school finance 

system to be cost-effective. 
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Charter schools by their very nature are intended to help correct for those deficiencies. Freed 

from administrative bureaucracy and burdensome regulations, not to mention operating under 

more competitive circumstances, charter schools are supposed to deliver a better quality education at 

a lower cost. Thus when considering charter school funding in relation to traditional public school 

funding, equal is not necessarily equitable. Moreover, charter schools should consider very carefully 

the tradeoffs they may have to make to secure the same funding as traditional public schools, since 

many times the price for more money is micromanagement from state or school district officials.  

 

However, certain widespread funding practices help ensure that even if funding is the same for char-

ter school students it will be used productively. Currently, most states do not provide charter schools 

with facilities funding, although 15 states do. 109 Many charter schools receive federal start-up funding 

to secure facilities, but they have to budget carefully to keep them once their eligibility expires. Char-

ter schools, unlike traditional public school districts, have no taxing authority, so they have to live 

within their means. Another important difference is that charter schools are typically funded based 

ÖÕɯÛÏÌɯÈÊÛÜÈÓɯÕÜÔÉÌÙɯÖÍɯÚÛÜËÌÕÛÚɯÛÏÌàɯÌÕÙÖÓÓȮɯÕÖÛɯÛÏÌɯ×ÙÐÖÙɯàÌÈÙɀÚɯÌÕÙÖÓÓÔÌÕÛȭɯ3ÏÌàɯÈÓÚÖɯÈÙÌɯÕÖÛɯÌÓÐÎÐɪ

ble for small-schools funding, or hold -harmless protections if they experience rapid enrollment de-

clines. 

As a general rule, any charter school funding system should be designed with pupils, not politics, in 

mind. In reality, funding often becomes a foil for opponents who urge lesser amounts because they 

ÞÈÕÛɯÛÖɯÚ×ÌÌËɯÊÏÈÙÛÌÙɯÚÊÏÖÖÓÚɀɯËÌÔÐÚÌȭɯ/ÙÖ×ÖÕÌÕÛÚɯÊÈÕɯÈÓÚÖɯÉÌÊÖÔÌɯÈÊÊÖÔ×ÓÐÊÌÚɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯËÌÔÐÚÌɯÖÍɯ

promising charter schools when they agree to lesser funding amounts in order to generate positive 

fiscal notes. The real savings from adopting charter schools are far more profound. They come from 

improved student learning, fewer dropouts, more graduates, and greater productivity system -wide 

from improved efficiency through competition for students.  

 

Model Charter Laws  
 

2ÛÙÖÕÎɯÊÏÈÙÛÌÙɯÚÊÏÖÖÓÚɯÉÌÎÐÕɯÞÐÛÏɯÚÛÙÖÕÎɯÚÛÈÛÌɯÓÈÞÚȭɯɁ2ÛÙÖÕÎɯÊÏÈÙÛÌÙɯÓÈÞÚɯÎÐÝÌɯÊÏÐÓËÙÌÕɯÈɯÞÌÈÓÛÏɯÖÍɯ

Ö××ÖÙÛÜÕÐÛàȮɂɯÈÊÊÖÙËÐÕÎɯÛÖɯ)ÌÈÕÕÌɯ ÓÓÌÕȮɯ×ÙÌÚÐËÌÕÛɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ"ÌÕÛÌÙɯÍÖÙɯ$ËÜÊÈÛÐÖÕɯ1ÌÍÖÙÔɯȹ"$1ȺȭɯɁ3ÙÜÓàɯ

innovative laws allow broad participation in developing dynamic charter schools by groups outside 

conventional school systems. Great charter laws require funding to follow kids and ensure that cum-

ÉÌÙÚÖÔÌɯ×ÙÖÊÌÚÚÌÚɯÈÕËɯÙÜÓÌÚɯËÖɯÕÖÛɯÐÔ×ÌËÌɯÛÏÌɯ×ÙÖÎÙÌÚÚɯÖÍɯÈ××ÓÐÊÈÕÛÚɯÖÙɯÚÊÏÖÖÓÚȭɂ110 CER reports 

that there is a direct correlation between strong laws and successful charter schools. Among states 

with strong laws, 65 percent show positive achievement gains compared to just two states with weak 

charter school laws.111 

 

3ÏÌɯ"ÌÕÛÌÙɯÍÖÙɯ$ËÜÊÈÛÐÖÕɯ1ÌÍÖÙÔɯÈÕÕÜÈÓÓàɯÎÙÈËÌÚɯÛÏÌɯÚÛÙÌÕÎÛÏɯÖÍɯÚÛÈÛÌÚɀɯÊÏÈÙÛÌÙɯÚÊÏÖÖÓɯÓÈÞÚɯÖÕɯÈɯƙƙ-

point scale in the areas described above: 

 

Ɉɯ,ÜÓÛÐ×ÓÌɯÈÜÛÏÖÙÐáÌÙÚɯȹƕƙɯ×ÖÐÕÛÚȺ 
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Ɉɯ-ÜÔÉÌÙɯÖÍɯÚÊÏÖÖÓÚɯÈÓÓÖÞÌËɯȹƕƔɯ×ÖÐÕÛÚȺ 

Ɉɯ.×ÌÙÈÛÐÖÕÈÓɯÈÜÛÖÕÖÔàɯȹƕƙɯ×ÖÐÕÛÚȺ 

Ɉɯ$ØÜÐÛàɯȹƕƙɯ×ÖÐÕÛÚȺ 

Ɉɯ(Ô×ÓÌÔÌÕÛÈÛÐÖÕɯȹÚÛÈÛÌÚɯÊÖÜÓËɯÌÈÙÕɯÖÙɯÓÖÚÌɯ×ÖÐÕÛÚɯÍÖÙɯÈÊÊÖÜÕÛÈÉÐÓÐÛàɯÈÕËɯÐÔ×ÓÌÔÌÕÛÈÛÐÖÕȺȭ112 

 

"$1ɯÈÞÈÙËÌËɯƕƗɯÚÛÈÛÌÚɯÈɯÎÙÈËÌɯÖÍɯȿ ɀɯÖÙɯȿ!ɀɯÍÖÙɯÛÏÌÐÙɯÊÏÈÙÛÌÙɯÚÊÏÖÖÓɯÓÈÞÚɯÐÕɯÐÛÚɯƖƔƕƔɯÙÈÕÒÐÕÎȭɯ ɯ

ÙÌÝÐÌÞɯÖÍɯÛÏÖÚÌɯÚÛÈÛÌÚɀɯ×ÖÓÐÊÐÌÚɯ×ÙÖÝÐËÌÚɯÈɯÏÌÓ×ÍÜÓɯÉÓÜÌ×ÙÐÕÛɯÍÖÙɯÚÛÈÛÌÚɯÓÐÒÌɯ-ÌÉÙÈÚÒÈɯÛÏÈÛɯÏÈÝÌɯ

yet to adopt charter school laws. Model charter school legislation adopted by the American 

Legislative Exchange Council is also provided in Appendix A. 113 

 

Table 2: Charter School Laws: 2010 Rankings and Scorecard 

2ÖÜÙÊÌȯɯ ÜÛÏÖÙɀÚɯÛÈÉÓÌɯÙÌ×ÙÖËÜÊÌËɯÍÙÖÔɯÛÏÌɯ"ÌÕÛÌÙɯÍÖÙɯ$ËÜÊÈÛÐÖÕɯ1ÌÍÖÙÔɀÚɯCharter School Laws Across the 

States, 11th Edition. 

Turni ng to the first graded category, Minnesota scores highest for allowing the widest variety of charter 

school authorizers: local, regional/intermediate, and state education agencies, higher education institutions, 

and not-for-profit organizations. Ohio, which is not included in Table 2, ranks just behind Minnesota for 

allowing all those entities except a statewide agency to charter schools.114 

Minnesota, along with Arizona, Colorado, Florida, and Delaware, receive perfect scores in the category of 

number of schools allowed because they do not cap the number of charter schools that may open or the 

number of students who may enroll in charter schools.  

 

Giving schools autonomy over their operations but holding them accountable for results is a hallmark op-

erational reform of public charter schools. The District of Columbia and Pennsylvania rank highest with 14 

out of a possible 15 points in this category. In terms of state autonomy, both DC and Pennsylvania offer 
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Equity (15 points)                            

100% Funding  
1
0 8 9 9 6 8 7 6 7 9 6 7 9 
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3
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1
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charter schools a blanket waiver from traditional public school rules and regulations, and neither restricts man-

agement contracts with educational service providers. Unlike DC, however, Pennsylvania allows virtual 

schools so it scores slightly higher. States like Nebraska with large rural communities are wise to allow virtual 

schools to help ensure students in those communities have greater access to high-quality, cost-effective learning 

opportunities. 115 

Charter schools are also supposed to be a choice, not an echo, for parents. That is why autonomy from district 

management is another critical component of operational autonomy. The District of Columbia, Michigan, and 

Indiana score highest in this sub-category for giving charter schools virtually complete control over their budg-

ÌÛÐÕÎȮɯÖ×ÌÙÈÛÐÖÕÚȮɯÈÕËɯ×ÌÙÚÖÕÕÌÓȭɯ(ÕËÐÈÕÈɀÚɯÓÈÞɯÈÓÚÖɯÊÖÕÛÈÐÕÚɯÈɯÉÓÈÕÒÌÛɯÞÈÐÝÌÙɯÌßÌÔ×ÛÐÕÎɯÊÏÈÙÛÌÙɯÚÊÏÖÖÓÚɯÍÙÖÔɯ

local district regulations.  

Teacher autonomy is the final sub-component of charter school operational autonomy. Ten of the 13 states, in-

cluding DC, graded by CER earn top marks for letting teachers choose whether they wish to participate in col-

lective bargaining or negotiate their contracts independently with their chosen charter schools. Many of these 

states also offer charters the option of providing their own retirement system for teachers or remaining within 

the current state or district system.  

 

Equitable funding for public charter schools in relation to traditional public school funding is the final graded 

ÊÖÔ×ÖÕÌÕÛɯÖÍɯÚÛÈÛÌÚɀɯÊÏÈÙÛÌÙɯÚÊÏÖÖÓɯÓÈÞÚȭɯ ÚɯÌß×ÓÈÐÕÌËɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯ×ÙÌÝÐÖÜÚɯÚÌÊÛÐÖÕȮɯÌØÜÈÓɯÍÜÕËÐÕÎɯÐÚɯÕÖÛɯÕÌÊÌÚÚÈÙÐÓàɯ

equitable funding since traditional public school funding is an imperfect barometer of the actual costs of educat-

ing students. With that caveat in mind, CER ranks DC highest overall in equitable funding. Thanks to its 1998 

Uniform Per Student Funding Formula for Public School and Public Charter Schools Act, all public schools re-

ceive a foundation amount that increases annually based on inflation plus additional funding depending on 

grade levels, English proficiency, summer school, special education and other factors. 

 

The District also ranks highest in facilities funding according to CER. 116 DC charter schools receive a $2,800 per-

pupil facilities allowance and also have access to a credit enhancement fund and a direct loan fund for construc-

tion, purchase, renovation or maintenance of facilities. Minnesota provides lease aid to charter schools worth 

$1,200 dollars per student or 90 percent of the actual lease cost. 

California offers the Charter School Revolving Loan Fund, which provides low -interest loans to new charter 

schools for facilities and other purposes. Its Charter School Facility Grant Program also provides assistance to 

charter schools for facilities, rent, and lease costs up to $750 per student. Additionally, California law requires 

school districts to provide equivalent facilities to charter schools it authorizes. Charter schools also receive facili-

ties funding directly from the state through their authorizing school district; however, making charter schools 

dependent upon public school districts for this assistance is not optimal. It has created tension between districts 

and charters, including lawsuits filed by charters against their districts for withholding funds and facilities.  

Utah has taken a novel approach to helping charter schools with facilities. Its Local Revenue Replacement Pro-

gram provides per -pupil funding to compensate charter schools in part for the local  property tax revenue 

they do not receive. Charter schools must use at least 10 percent of these funds, which amounted 

to $143 per pupil in fiscal year 2009, for facilities. 
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Conclusion: The Time Has Come for Charter Schools in Nebraska  
 

State officials have long denied the need for public schooling options beyond the current sys-

tem. Yet mounting evidence is now too great to ignore that the current system is not serving 

students well. Regardless of grade level or socio-economic background, alarming numbers of 

Nebraska students are not proficient in the basics or prepared for college. Others are dropping 

out of high school or not completing college degrees. National experts know it, and so do Ne-

braska parentsɭmost of whom now favor having a public charter -school option. Tired myths 

offered by opponents also do not withstand serious, empirical scrutiny. Charter schools enroll 

a disproportionate number of minority and low -income students, those who would likely drop 

out absent a public charter-school lifeline. Charter schools not only improve achievement of 

the students they enroll but that of students in surrounding traditional public schools as well. 

State officials prefer to proceed with consolidation, learning communities, and magnet schools 

instead of considering charter schools. Education reform, however, is not a zero-sum game, 

and pursuing reforms within the current system is no excuse for turning a blind eye to effec-

tive reforms beyond the system. Such lack of vision is symptomatic of the one-size-fits-all kind 

of thinking plaguing public education and leaving Nebraska students prepared for, at best, a 

by-gone era. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



36 

About the Author  

 

Vicki E. Murray, Ph.D., is associate director of Education Studies at the Pacific Research Insti-

tute in Sacramento, California. 

 

 

Appendix A: The Next Generation Charter Schools Act  

 

The following model charter school legislation was adopted by the American Legislative  

Exchange Council (ALEC), based on recommendations from the Center for Education Reform. 

 

The Next Generation Charter Schools Act  

 

Summary 

 

The State of [state] recognizes establishment of charter schools as necessary to improving the 

opportunities of all families to choose the public school that meets the needs of their children, 

and believes that charter schools serve a distinct purpose in supporting innovations and best 

practices that can be adopted among all public schools. Further, the State of [state] recognizes 

that there must be a variety of public institutions that can authorize the establishment of char-

ter schools as defined by law, and recognizes that independent but publicly accountable multi-

ple authorizing authorities, such as independent state commissions or universities, contribute 

to the health and growth of strong public charter schools. Therefore, the purpose of this act is 

to establish that existing (or new) public entities may be created to approve and monitor char-

ter schools in addition to public school district boards. This act also removes procedural and 

funding barriers to charter school success. 

 

Model Legislation  

 

Section 1. {Title.} The Next Generation Charter Schools Act 

 

Section 2. {Declaration of Purpose.}  

 

(A)  The General Assembly hereby finds and declares that 

 

(1) The Charter School Act of [year] as approved by this body has provided students in 

our state with high -quality public school choices while advancing overall academic ex-

cellence1 and helping to close the achievement gap; and 

 

 

1Insert supporting references of studies of charter school achievement and/or test-score/achievement comparisons. 

See www.edreform.com for information about current studies. 

http://www.edreform.com/
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(2) The demand for quality public school choices in [state] consistently outstrips the 

supply; and  

 

(3) National research and accumulated experience have documented that quality public 

charter schools best fulfill their potential when they have the resources, autonomy and 

accountability they need to succeed. 

 

(B) The General Assembly further finds and declares that the provisions established in this ar-

ÛÐÊÓÌɯÜ×ËÈÛÌɯÈÕËɯÐÔ×ÙÖÝÌɯȻÚÛÈÛÌɀÚȼɯ"ÏÈÙÛÌÙɯ2ÊÏÖÖÓɯ ÊÛɯÛÖɯÔÌÌÛɯȻÚÛÈÛÌɀÚȼɯƖƕÚÛɯÊÌÕÛÜÙàɯÌËÜÊÈÛÐÖÕÈÓɯ

needs. 

 

Section 3. {Definitions.}  

 

ȹ ȺɯɁ"ÏÈÙÛÌÙɯÈÜÛÏÖÙÐáÌÙɂɯÈÚɯÜÚÌËɯÐÕɯÛÏÐÚɯÈÙÛÐÊÓÌɯÔÌÈÕÚɯÈÕɯÌÕÛÐÛàɯÖÙɯÉÖËàɯÌÚÛÈÉÓÐÚÏÌËɯÐÕɯ2ÌÊÛÐÖÕɯƘɯ

to approve charter schools. 

  

ȹ!ȺɯɁ"ÏÈÙÛÌÙɯ!ÖÈÙËɂɯÔÌÈÕÚɯÛÏÌɯÐÕËÌ×ÌÕËÌÕÛȮɯÚÛÈÛÌ-level entity created pursuant to Section 4 as 

a charter authorizer. 

  

(C) Ɂ"ÏÈÙÛÌÙɯÈ××ÓÐÊÈÕÛɂɯÔÌÈÕÚɯÈÕɯÌÓÐÎÐÉÓÌɯ×ÌÙÚÖÕȹÚȺȮɯÖÙÎÈÕÐáÈÛÐÖÕɯÖÙɯÌÕÛÐÛàɯÈÚɯËÌÍÐÕÌËɯÉàɯÛÏÌɯ

Charter School Law that seeks approval from a charter authorizer to found a charter school. 

  

ȹ#ȺɯɁ"ÏÈÙÛÌÙɯÚÊÏÖÖÓɂɯÔÌÈÕÚȯɯ 

 

(1) Any new school or a distance-learning program which is not currently being operated 

as a public or private school that is approved by a charter authorizer to operate as a public 

school under the Charter School Law; 

 

(2) Any school converted from an existing public or private school and approved by a char-

ter authorizer to operate as a public charter school under the Charter School Law. 

  

ȹ$ȺɯɁ2ÊÏÖÖÓɯËÐÚÛÙÐÊÛɂɯÔÌÈÕÚɯÌÈÊÏɯÚÊÏÖÖÓɯËÐÚÛÙÐÊÛɯÕÖÞɯÖÙɯÏÌÙÌÈÍÛÌÙɯÓÌÎÈÓÓàɯÖÙÎÈÕÐáÌËɯÈÚɯÈɯÉÖËàɯ

corporate pursuant to [insert state statute]; 

  

ȹ%ȺɯɁ2ÛÈÛÌɯ!ÖÈÙËɂɯÔÌÈÕÚɯÛÏÌɯÚÛÈÛÌɯÉÖÈÙËɯÖÍɯÌËÜÊÈÛÐÖÕɯÈ××ÖÐÕÛÌËɯ×ÜÙÚÜÈÕÛɯÛÖɯȻÐÕÚÌÙÛɯÚÛÈÛÌɯÚÛÈÛɪ

ute]. 
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Section 4.2  {Charter Authorizers.} 3  

 

(A) Upon the effective date of this article and thereafter, a charter applicant seeking to estab-

lish a public charter school may submit the charter petition to one of several charter authoriz-

ers: 

 

(1) The elected governing authority of a county or municipality [define limitations, if 

any]; 

 

(2) The mayor of a city [define limitations, if any];  

 

(3) The state board of education; 

 

(4) The board of trustees of a two or four year institution of higher learning as defined 

by [insert state statute], as described in subsection 4(B); 

 

(5) The Public Charter School Board established in subsection 4(C). 

 

(B) Establishment ɬ University Authorizer  

 

(1) In general, there is established within the state public university authorizers.  

  

(2) The ultimate responsibility for choosing to sponsor a charter school and responsi-

ÉÐÓÐÛÐÌÚɯÍÖÙɯÔÈÐÕÛÈÐÕÐÕÎɯÚ×ÖÕÚÖÙÚÏÐ×ɯÚÏÈÓÓɯÙÌÚÛɯÞÐÛÏɯÛÏÌɯÜÕÐÝÌÙÚÐÛàɀÚɯÉÖÈÙËɯÖÍɯÛÙÜÚÛÌÌÚȭ 

 

(3) -ÖÛÞÐÛÏÚÛÈÕËÐÕÎɯ2ÜÉÚÌÊÛÐÖÕɯȹƖȺȮɯÛÏÌɯÜÕÐÝÌÙÚÐÛàɀÚɯÉÖÈÙËɯÖÍɯÛÙÜÚÛÌÌÚɯÔÈàɯÝÖÛÌɯÛÖɯÈÚɪ

sign sponsorship authority and sponsorship responsibilities to another person or entity 

ÛÏÈÛɯÍÜÕÊÛÐÖÕÚɯÜÕËÌÙɯÛÏÌɯËÐÙÌÊÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÜÕÐÝÌÙÚÐÛàɀÚɯÉÖÈÙËȭɯ ÕàɯËÌÊÐÚÐÖÕÚɯÔÈËÌɯÜÕËÌÙɯ

2States may use one or several of the options provided for in Section 4. As of July 2007, seven (7) states 

authorize the administration of a public university to take on chartering authority, separate from any of 

the specific departments representing a discipline. In this case, the individual campuses of a state uni-

versity, for example, may open an office that is subsidized by state start up grants and/or per pupil en-

rollment fees. Other states have independent charter school Boards or commissions that are established, 

and some have a combination of the above. In states where the political environment is hostile, univer-

sity authorizers may be a preferable route over a Board which is appointed by the Governor and state 

legislative leaders. Having additional authorizers (both Boards and universities) might help alleviate 

any negative political influences as there will be other alternatives for applicants and therefore less 

power condenses in the hands of one authorizer. 

3In some states, there is a perceived constitutional barrier to allowing an entity other than a school dis-

trict or the state board of education to authorize public schools. States with multiple charter authorizers 

have established case law that can be useful for policy-makers in establishing the constitutionality of 

multiple charter school authorizers.  



39 

this subsection shall be communicated in writing to the department of education and 

the charter school review panel. 

 

(4) Before a university may sponsor a charter school, the university must conduct a 

public meeting with public notice in the county where the charter school will be lo-

cated. 

 

(5) The total number of charter schools that may be approved and opened in a calendar 

year by all university sponsors may not exceed [add restriction, if any]. This subsection 

expires [date]. 

  

(C) Establishment ɬ Public Charter School Board. 

  

(1) There is established within the state a Public Charter School Board (in this section 

ÙÌÍÌÙÙÌËɯÛÖɯÈÚɯÛÏÌɯɁ!ÖÈÙËɂȺȭ 

 

(2) Membership. ɬ The Governor shall solicit from the Speaker of the House and the 

President of the Senate a list of 15 individuals they determine are qualified to serve on 

the Board. The Governor shall appoint 7 individuals from the list to serve on the Board. 

The Governor shall choose members to serve on the Board so that a knowledge of each 

of the following areas is represented on the Board: 

 

(a) Research about and experience in student learning, quality teaching, and 

evaluation of and accountability in successful schools; 

(b) The operation of a financially sound enterprise, including leadership and 

management techniques, as well as the budgeting and accounting skills critical 

to the startup of a successful enterprise; 

 

(c) The educational, social, and economic development needs of the state; and 

 

(d) The needs and interests of students and parents in the state, as well as meth-

ods of involving parents and other members of the community in individual 

schools. 

 

(3) Vacancies. ɬ 

 

(a) Other than from expiration of term. ɬ Where a vacancy occurs in the mem-

bership of the Board for reasons other than the expiration of the term of a mem-

ber of the Board, the Governor, not later than 30 days after the vacancy occurs, 

shall request from the leaders of the Legislature a list of 3 people they determine 

are qualified to serve on the Board. The Governor shall appoint 1 person from 

the list to serve on the Board. The Legislature shall recommend, and the Gover-

nor shall appoint, such member of the Board taking into consideration the crite-
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ria described in paragraph (2) of this subsection. Any member appointed to fill 

a vacancy occurring prior to the expiration of the term of a predecessor shall be 

appointed only for the remainder of the term.  

 

(b) Expiration of term. ɬ Not later than the date that is 60 days before the expira-

tion of the term of a member of the Board, the Governor shall appoint 1 person 

from a list of 3 people that the Legislative leaders determines are qualified to 

serve on a the Board. The Speaker and Senate President shall recommend, and 

the Governor shall appoint, any member of the Board taking into consideration 

the criteria described in paragraph (2) of this subsection. 

 

(4) Time limit for appointments. ɬ If, at any time, the Governor does not appoint mem-

ÉÌÙÚɯÛÖɯÛÏÌɯ!ÖÈÙËɯÚÜÍÍÐÊÐÌÕÛɯÛÖɯÉÙÐÕÎɯÛÏÌɯ!ÖÈÙËɀÚɯÔÌÔÉÌÙÚÏÐ×ɯÛÖɯƛɯÞÐÛÏÐÕɯƗƔɯËÈàÚɯÈÍÛÌÙɯ

receiving a recommendation from the legislative leadership under paragraph (2) or (3) 

of this subsection, the Speaker, not later than 10 days after the final date for such an 

appointment, shall make such appointments as are necessary to bring the membership 

of the Board to 7. 

 

(5) Terms of members. ɬ 

  

(a) In general. ɬ Members of the Board shall serve for terms of 4 years, except 

that, of the initial appointments made under paragraph (2) of this subsection, 

the Governor shall designate: 

  

(i) Two members to serve terms of 3 years; 

 

(ii) Two members to serve terms of 2 years; and 

 

(iii) One member to serve a term of one year. 

 

(b) Reappointment. ɬ Members of the Board shall be eligible to be reappointed 

for one 4-year term beyond their initial term of appointment.  

 

(c) Independence. ɬ -Öɯ×ÌÙÚÖÕɯÌÔ×ÓÖàÌËɯÉàɯÛÏÌɯÚÛÈÛÌɀÚɯ×ÜÉÓÐÊɯÚÊÏÖÖÓÚɯÖÙɯÈɯ×ÜÉɪ

lic charter school shall be eligible to be a member of the Board or to be em-

ployed by the Board. 

  

(6) Operations of the Board. ɬ 

  

(a) Chair. ɬ The members of the Board shall elect from among their membership 

1 individual to serve as Chair. Such election shall be held each year after mem-

bers of the Board have been appointed to fill any vacancies caused by the regu-

ÓÈÙɯÌß×ÐÙÈÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯ×ÙÌÝÐÖÜÚɯÔÌÔÉÌÙÚɀɯÛÌÙÔÚȮɯÖÙɯÞÏÌÕɯÙÌØÜÌÚÛÌËɯÉàɯÈɯÔÈÑÖÙÐÛàɯ
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vote of the members of the Board. 

 

(b) Quorum. ɬ A majority of the members of the Board, not including any posi-

tions that may be vacant, shall constitute a quorum sufficient for conducting the 

business of the Board. 

 

(c) Meetings. ɬ The Board shall meet at the call of the Chair, subject to the hear-

ing requirements of [cite statute here]. 

 

(7) No compensation for service. ɬ Members of the Board shall serve without pay, but 

may receive reimbursement for any reasonable and necessary expenses incurred by 

reason of service on the Board. 

  

(8) Personnel and resources. ɬ 

  

(a) In general. ɬ Subject to such rules as may be made by the Board, the Chair 

shall have the power to appoint, terminate, and fix the pay of an Executive Di-

rector and such other personnel of the Board as the Chair considers necessary. 

  

 (b) Special rule. ɬ The Board is authorized to use the services, personnel, and 

facilities of the state of [insert state]. 

  

(9) Expenses of Board. ɬ Any start -up expenses of the Board shall be paid from such 

funds as may be available to the State Department of Education; provided, that within 

45 days of [implementation date], the State Department of Education shall make avail-

able not less than $130,000 to the Board. 

 

(10) Audit. ɬ The Board shall provide for an audit of the financial statements of the 

Board by an independent certified public accountant in accordance with Government 

auditing standards for financial audits issued by the Comptroller General of the United 

States. 

 

(11) Authorization of appropriations. ɬ For the purpose of carrying out the provisions 

ÖÍɯÛÏÐÚɯÚÌÊÛÐÖÕɯÈÕËɯÊÖÕËÜÊÛÐÕÎɯÛÏÌɯ!ÖÈÙËɀÚɯÍÜÕÊÛÐÖÕÚɯÙÌØÜÐÙÌËɯÉàɯÛÏÐÚɯÚÜÉÊÏÈ×ÛÌÙȮɯÛÏÌÙÌɯ

are authorized to be appropriated to the Board $300,000 for fiscal year [date] and such 

sums as may be necessary for each of the 3 succeeding fiscal years. 

 

(12) Fees. ɬ For the purposes of approval and oversight of charter schools, the Board 

may charge fees not to exceed 1.5% of per pupil enrollment revenues for each student 

in each school approved by the Board. 

 

 

 



42 

Section 5. {Application Process.}  

 

(A)  Each charter authorizer must establish a charter petition process and timeline that conform 

to the requirements of the Charter School Act while optimizing effective review of its pro-

posed charter schools and oversight of its approved charter schools. A charter authorizer is not 

required to approve a charter and may require an applicant to modify or supplement an appli-

cation as a condition of approval. An applicant shall submit an application to a charter author-

izer for approval. [insert requirements]  

 

(B) Charters may be renewed, upon application, for a term of up to five years in accordance 

with the provisions of this article for the issuance of such charters; provided, however, that a 

renewal application shall include:  

 

(1) A report of the progress of the charter school in achieving the educational objectives 

set forth in the charter. 

 

(2) A detailed financial statement that discloses the cost of administration, instruction 

and other spending categories for the charter school that will allow a comparison of 

such costs to other schools, both public and private. Such statement shall be in a form 

prescribed by the state superintendent of public instruction.  

 

(3) Copies of each of the annual reports of the charter school required by [section XX of] 

the Charter School Law, including the charter school report cards and the certified fi-

nancial statements. 

 

(4) Indications of parent and student satisfaction.  

 

(C) Such renewal application shall be submitted to the charter entity no later than six months 

prior to the expiration of the charter; provided, however, that the charter entity may waive 

such deadline for good cause shown. 

 

Section 6. {Blanket Waiver.}  

 

 ɯÊÏÈÙÛÌÙɯÚÊÏÖÖÓɯÐÚɯÈɯ×ÜÉÓÐÊɯÚÊÏÖÖÓɯÈÕËɯÐÚɯ×ÈÙÛɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÚÛÈÛÌɀÚɯÚàÚÛÌÔɯÖÍɯ×ÜÉÓÐÊɯÌËÜÊÈÛÐÖÕȭɯ$ßÊÌ×Ûɯ

as provided in [add relevant citation in state code], a charter school is exempt from all statutes 

and rules applicable to a school, a board, or a district, although it may elect to comply with one 

or more provisions of statutes or rules. 

 

Section 7. {Equitable Funding.}  

 

 ɯÊÏÈÙÛÌÙɯÚÊÏÖÖÓɯÐÚɯÈɯ×ÜÉÓÐÊɯÚÊÏÖÖÓɯÈÕËɯÐÚɯ×ÈÙÛɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÚÛÈÛÌɀÚɯÚàÚÛÌÔɯÖÍɯ×ÜÉÓÐÊɯÌËÜÊÈÛÐÖÕȭɯ ɯÊÏÈÙɪ

ter school shall receive funding for each of its pupils from federal, state and local sources that 

is equal to the amount that a traditional public school would receive for that same pupil.  
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Section 8. {Caps.} 

 

This article hereby removes the limit [of XXX] as established in the Charter School Law on the 

number of approved charter schools as of the effective date in Section 9. 

  

Section 9. {Effective Date.}  

 

The Next Generation Charter Schools Act will be in effect beginning no later than July 1, 

[year]. 

 

 

Adopted by the ALEC Education Task Force at the Annual Meeting July 26, 2007. 

Approved by the ALEC Board of Directors September, 2007. 
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year career with  

McCollister & Co. and 

served five terms on the 

publically elected  

Metropolitan Utilities  

District Board of Directors.  

Leading the Way: Platte Institute Board of Directors  

Our Mission 
Advance public policy alternatives that foster limited government, personal responsibility and free  

enterprise in Nebraska. By conducting vital research and publishing timely reports,  

briefings, and other material, the Platte Institute will assist policy makers,  

the media and the general public in gaining insight to time -proven free market ideas. 

10050 Regency Circle, Suite 120  

Omaha, NE 68114  

402.452.3737  

www.platteinstitute.org  

Pete Ricketts:  

Director and President 

of Platte Institute. He 

is the founder of  

Drakon, LLC, an asset 

management company 

in Omaha,  Nebraska. 

He is also a member of 

the TD Ameritrade 

Board of Directors.  

Gail Werner-

Robertson:  
Director and  

prominent Omaha 

businesswoman and 

philanthropist.  

 

Warren Arganbright:   

Director and noted 

north central Nebraska 

lawyer and water 

resources activist. He 

has practiced through-

out Nebraska and 

South Dakota and has 

represented the  

Niobrara Council since 

its creation.  

Michael Groene:  
Director and farm 

equipment sales  

representative. He is 

co-founder of the 

Western Nebraska 

Taxpayers Association.  

Jay Vavricek:  
Director and former 

Mayor of Grand  

Island. He is the owner 

of GI Family Radio/

Home Town Family 

Radio and 15 radio 

stations serving Grand 

Island-Hastings-

Kearney, North Platte/

Ogallala, McCook/

Imperial and  

Scottsbluff/Gering.  

Platte Institute Executive Director  

A non-profit foundation, the 

Platte Institute relies on the  

resources and innovative  

thinking of individuals who 

share a commitment to liberty 

and the best possible quality 

of life for Nebraskans. 

Platte Institute Editor  
Berk Brown:  
His journalistic work 

earned him awards from 

both the Nebraska Press 

Association and the  

Minnesota Newspaper 

Association prior to  

joining the Platte Institute . 


