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'GHOST SCHOOLS' PAID MILLIONS FOR ABSENT
STUDENTS

Taxpayers pay millions of dollars every month to educate tens of thousands of "high school students who
rarely or never show up for class, part of a growing-trend of high absenteeism at privately operated schools.

WHAT IS 1T LIKE TO GO TO A SCHOOL NEXT TO A
COCKTAIL LOUNGEY

Every weekday a few minutes before 8 a.m., more than a dozen teen-agers line up In front of The Lebby cocktail
founge in a strip mall located in a blue-collar neighborhood. Across the steéet is an adult book club. Down the block is
a gentlemen's club featuring exatic dancers.

CSTATE LAWS FOR TRUANCY, DROPQUTS VARY

GREATLY

States have struggled with the Issues of truancy and high-school dropouts for many years, trying to weave reguiations

and computsory education laws ihat will increase the number of youths whe graduate from high school.

POLL REVEALS AMERICANS SPLIT ON FOR-PROFIT
CHARTER SCHOOLS

Americans tend o suppost charier schools but are divided aboul whether they should be run by for-profit
companies. '

INFLATED SCHOOL ATTENDANCE SPARKS REFUND
PUSH IN TEXAS

Texas officiats want a refund for millions of tax dollars front schools that allegedly inflated atlesdance records, part of
a national problem of Absenteeism at schools operated by for-profit corporations.

FLORIDA TAXPAYERS SPEND MILLIONS ON
ABSENT STUDENTS

Florida taxpayers are spending millions of dollars to educate thousands of high-school students wha rarely or never
show up for ciass, part of & growing trend of high absenteeism at schools operated by for-profil corporations.

OHIO OFFICIALS CONSIDER MORE QVERSIGHT OF
CHARTER SCHOOLS

QOhio Gov. Ted Strickiand and other stata leaders want increased oversight of their charter schools after disclosures that
dozens of so-called "dropout recovery” schools get millions of tax dollars for thausands of habitually absent students.




 POID MLLIONS FOR
 ABSENT STUDENTS

' mas Hargrove and Gavm Off

axpayers pay milions of dollars  every month to
educate tens of thousands of high school students
who rarely or never show up for class, part of a growing
trend of high absenteeism at privately. operated schools.

These special charter schools are supposed to rescue students who
were failing in traditional public high schools, but a Scripps Howard
News Service investigation found that many students are not attending
class and few are graduating. Some of these institutions have become
ghost schools with “thUUSEIﬂdS"Uf”StUdEﬂﬁS“WhG“S?"E“ nrotted-but never-

attend.




Ohio, hardest hic by the trend, paid $29.9 million for absent
students who were enrolled ar 47 of these "dropout recovery”
schools during the 2006-2007 school year, the most recent
year that complete data are available.

The nation’s=singlesworscetraancy==tate~waccordingto
gavernument records - was at a campus in Cincinnari where
64 percent of enrolled students were nor in class on a daily
basis during the 2004-2003 school year.

The problems are widespread.

Charter schools in Florida, for example, colleceed at least $25
million for a daily average of 5,125 missing students during
the 2006-2007 school year. And the Texas Education Agency
has tried 1o recoup more than $25 million from schools that
allegedly inflated arrendance reports.

For-profit companies operate schools in 30 states and the
Districe of Columbia. Most of these schools are paid based
on the number of students entolled - not those who actually
attend -~ so the schools ger paid even if the desks are empey.

“I'm not against peivatization of schools. But sometimes T get
verribly #] thinking aboue all of the resources here that could
have been better spent in traditional schools,” said Gary
Miron, a researcher ac Western Michigan University who
tracks the growth of education-management organizations,
known as "EMOs.”

“After all, these EMOs are doing what for-profit companies
are supposed to do. They are making money. They are creating
business models that are highly proficable. The real question
is why our state legislatures are allowing this.”

The dropout-recovery schoal movement began in 1998




in Ohie, and in recent years has been averaging about

$30 million a year in stare payments for absent students, .
Taxpayers have paid more than $100 miltion in the last five

years through this system,

Robert H. Croshy, a Salem, Mass., businessman who owns

a For-profit.company-thassmanages-hinesschoolsfor-storish.

students in Texas and Florida, said. “Ohio is the profit-
making EMO capital of America.”

The money can be significant

“It’s a cash cow! We all used to sir around and joke about
thae,” satd Mark Elliots, former principal of the Life Skills
Center of Cincinnati. “T spent less than $1 million on a 83
million operation. What the hell are they (executives at Lis
former company) doing with the other $2 million?”

EHliou’s former schoel has Ohios highest abserireeism

rate. Average daily truancy runs more than 50 percent of

encollment in recent years and spiked 1064 percent for the
2004-2005 school year. QOaly abour 158 students of- rhc 438
ensolled were showing up thar year.

“Why does this go on? Because we let i go on,” said Andy

Jewel, 2 rcsc.archcr for the Ohio Eduéation Association. “This
isn't about education reform. [t's abott politics. Chastes

schools have become a i-uuhl} poliricized process. ’Ihats whv y
it hasnt béen reined in, yer” '

Natioswide, absenteeism in all public schools runs about 8
percent. according to 2 study of the 2003-2004 achoo] year
by the U.S. Department of Education.

“The Ohio Department of Education requires schools o take
action if absenteelsm exceeds 7 percent, although dropout-
recovery schools have been exempted from the rule. Ohio
public schools most recently reporred statewide absenteeism
averaging about 5.9 percent,

Ohio's charter schools account for only 3 percent of the
state’s public high school entollment, but chey account for
45 percent of the state’s high school dropouts, accosding to
a Scripps Howard analysis of U.S. Department of Education
computer fles.

The Ohio schools with the worst attendance are the 17 Life
Skills Centers run by the for-profit company White Hat
Management, founded by Akron, Chio, businessman David |
Brennan. The company operates 20 more Life Skifls Cenrers
in Arizona, Colorade, Florida and Michigan, many of which

- also have high fevels of absenteeism.

Fewer than half of Ohio Life Skills Center students graduase,
according ro Olilo Deparument of Fducation records.




The Ohio Life Skills schools had a total
enrollment of 5,789 students during the 2006~
2007 school year, according to compurer files
ar the Ohio Departmens of Education. But
the state said absenteeism for those schools
collectively was 45.62 percent that year, which
means Whire FHar Management was paid $17.3
million for 2,641 absent students.

White Har Management issued a written
statemment asked 1o explin the
absenteeism. The company said its schools serve
students who've dropped out of traditional
public schools, and that more than 10,000 have
received diplomas since 1998,

when

“It is a constant challenge 1o keep our students in
school -- many of them have lost the discipline
of daily artendance and almost all of them have
other responsibilities such as jobs and families
that make it harder for them ro balance their
schedules,” the company statement said. “There
is absenrecism at Life Skills Centers

as there is at public schools. It is ..

even go to the families” houses and say, “Where is
vour kid?" We had time allotted for home visits.
Usually the excuses were for medical reasons.
But we'd take whatever excuse we could get,
things like "My child was illI" or "He was at the
doctor or ‘He was out of town.” Then I'd match
that to my attendance book,” Gale said,

Orther former employees echoed Gale's remarks.
Each said administrarors ordered teachers and
clerical workers to obtain excused-absence notes
to keep the students enrolled.

“| think they had it down 1 a science. It was a
business. It was run like a business,” said Nanyah
Bac-Asher, who taughr ar the Life Skills Center
of Cincinnati, “They knew exactly how long to
keep the students on the books, how long they
could ger paid for them.”

Former Life Skills Cemter of Canton, Ohio,
teacher Michael Appoflonic, who now wotks
for the Ohio State Mental Health Agency, said:

SCRIPPS HOWARD NEWS SERVICE

former enrolkment
specialist for the
Life Skills Center
in Trumbuldl
County, Chio,
Cathalene Weyant ¢
said she helped AG2
the actendance
coordinator change
the unexcused-absence
records  after  receiving
excuse notes. She said the
school had a running
list of whom it needed

1o get notes from and
was  collecting  notes
from about 50 percent of
its students.

Administrators never questioned the notes

validicy, she said.

“I'm sure they were bogus,” said Weyant.
“Ir was pretty much a given that they

surprising that ic isn't higher.”

Under Ohio law, eruant students
must be dropped from  che
enrollment lists afrer missing 1053
hours of instruction. But former
employees and students at Life
Skills Center schools said habitually
truane stidents were kepet on the
active enrollment lists,

Appollonio’s Canton school had 211
students enrolled and collected more
than $1.5 miltion in the 2006-2007 school
year. If its pay were based on actual
attendance, it would have received about
half that amount, according to the state’s

funding formuia.

{the students) werent going o go” o
class.

Former studentes said they lied on the
forms.

Desiree “froy awended the Life Skills
Center of Canton from 2002 unil
she graduared in 2006. Although she
rardy cut school, the now-22-year-old
admitted to handing in fake absence

Former employees said they were
routinely sent o students’ homes 1o obuain
written excused absences using a sandard form
the company deéveloped. Then the absence
became “excused” until another 105 hours were
missed.

“It was really a bad experience. T'd spent my time
biting my own tongue and swallowing blood,”
said Andrea Gale, a former English teacher ar the
Life Skills Center of Lake Erie, Ohio.

She said teachers were used primarily as record
keepers for attendance -- “nothing more than
derks” - and told to obtain excuse notes from
parents and guardians.

“We really wanted to be able to mark a kid as
B’ for ‘excused’ on our records. We would

“A lot of the excuses thae kids brought in, they
were a joke. Some of them might have said the

student missed the bus. OK, but three days -

in 2 row of a student missing a bus? Tve seen
docurnents that T know were written by students
and the administrators just took them.”

These forms, collected by the hundreds each
vear, allowed White Hat to earn millions in tax
dollars for kids who rarely artended.

Appollonio’s Canton school had 211 sudents
enrolled and collected more than $1.5 million in
the 2006-2007 school year. IF its pay were based
on actual atrendance, it would have received
about half chat amount, according to the state’s
funding formula.

As

the

Opposite: Yhe Focus Learning Academy of Southeastern Columbus last year averaged only 49 percent attendance for
envolled high-school stugents. The campus is part of a growing number of privately operated charter schools speciaiizing
in students who've dropped out of traditional schools. (SHNS photo by Gary Gardiner) :

notes.

“They wanted us to write our names and dates
and why we werent in school,” Troy said. “1
wasn't always honest. If I wasnt going to school

to avoid conflict or to ger a break from it, |

would still say 1 had a headache.”

Officials with the Ohio Department  of
Education defended their oversight of White
Har schools. State reviewers have gone tw each
Life Skills Center to examine hundreds of
excused-absence forms on file in recent years.

“The student files are checked for proper
documentation. IF a student is listed absent, they
will note thar there is an excuse in the file. As w the
validity of that, how do we determine if the parent
is lying or not?” asked Jason Wall, the management
analyse supervisor for the Ohio Deparument of
Education’s School Finance Office.

Wall said the auditing methods used 1w
determine  how many full-time-equivalent

5
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students (FTEs) are actually dvtending a school does not
allow for any challenge of the accuracy of excused-absence
forms, other than to confirm that they exist.

“Fhere is nothing in our FTE
review process where an area
coordinator would pick up
the phone and call a parent
regarding a specific excuse,”
Wall said. “We truse that che
parent has what is best for
the child in mind and that it
is 2 valid excuse.”

White Har  Management,
in s written  statement,
also  defended i use of
excused  absences:  “Our
policies  require  written
documeneation for excused
absences and we comply with
all applicable sections of the
Ohio Revised Code. We will
not_ dignify allegations made

complaints thar always included absenteeism.

“Tr was a struggle from the very beginning with them. Whar
constirures artendance? Their record keeping was juse so poos,”
saic Sandra Ramos, recently retired assistant superintendent
of Pasco County schools who oversaw last vear’s closure of
the Milburn school in her diserice.

“They were continually trying 1o ger their enrollment up.”
Ramos said. “During FTE weeks (ewice-yearly encollment:
counts to determine funding) they would give $30 bonuses .
so the kids would show up. Bur those kids didn't show up
after thar.”

Roberr H. Crosby, the founder and president of NonPublic
Educational Services Inc.. which operates thsee remaining
Milbutn academies in Florida and six campuses in Texas,
vigorously defended his programs.

“We are focusing on the atrisk kids. 1 like to say we've
focused on the botrom of the barrel. I'm not raking the easy
road on this, I have a toral mission in life to help kids who
are ac risk. After all, I was an at-risk kid once myself," Croshy
said from his Salem, Mass., office.

He said many school boards in

he student files are checked for
proper documentation. If a student

is listed absent, they will note that

- there is an excuse in the file. As to the
validity of that, how do we determine if
the parent is lying or not?; ¢

Tason Whall, the management analyse supervisor for the Ohio Deparonent
of Edutmion's School Finance Office.

Florida are hosiile to charter
programs . run by privare
businesses. Florida
counties -~ Brevard, Collier,
Polk and Alachua -- refused
to give charters to his group,
according 1o state records.

Four

“If you are a nonprofit group,
you can do no wrong. But if
you are for-profit, then you

in interviews with TTormer
emplovees,” "former teachers’
and  Cformer  studems

can do nothing right,” Crosby
said. “There is a bias against
for-profits in educasion.”

Abseénteeism at Crosby’s remaining schools averages 26
percent in Florida and 17 percent in Texas, Texas, unlike
most staces, pays charter schools on the basis of actual
artendance, not ensollment,

Businessman David Brennan founded White Hat Management,
a for-profit company that manages 37 Life Skills Center high
schools In five states, Many of thase schoels report that only half
of their enrolled students actually attend ¢lass. (SHNS photo by
Mika Levy / The Plain Dealer) ' '

since. we have not been
offered transcrpts of such
interviews,” the firm said in a

writtén statement.,

“We find offensive any implication that White Hat
Management - the management company for Life Skills
Centers — has not complied with reporting and legal
requirements,” the company said.

Elsewhere in America, some stare and local officials are
agaressively challenging the acciracy of atrendance claims at
privately ritn schools.

In Florida, three Richard Milburn Acaderny schools wore.

shue down in the lase tivo years for a variety of performance

Crostiy was asked whether the methed of funding influences
artendance in schools,

“Thar's an interesting bypothesis. But thad’s for someone else
w0 look at, not me,” Crosby said. “In Florida, we are paid by
enrollment, bur se is every other school. Texas is one of the
few stares that pay by attendance. Most of the states pay by
enrollment, fortunarely.”

Texas officials believe their funding formula does fidve
i lmpacr.
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Opposite: Cotimbus. Ghio,
police officers are assigned 1o
help maintain security at the
Life Skills Center of Southeast
Columbus, a charter schoo!
that specializes in enrolling
teen-agers and young adults
who've dropped  out  of
traditional high school, Only
about half of these students
actually attend class.

Time for school.

The Life Skills Centter of Southeast Columbus is paft of

a 17-school chain operated by the for»pmﬁt White Hat
Management firm’ of Akron. Ohio.
“dropout-recovery” programs meant o serve stadents who
have. failed in tradivional high schools. -Absenteeism is
extremely high, and students who actuall) rrraduate are in

. the minority.

_ “The White Har schools have routinely been the Jatgest chain

with the worst academic performarice year to year,” said Lisa
Zelner, a spokeswoman for the Ohio Federation of Teachers,
a teacher lobbying group. “We found that the for-profir

_companies are posting much lower pcrf{}rmance ratings than

are traditional public schodls.”

:Averuge daily public school attendance :

0% o fess
51910 93%
S 4% or dore

A map showlng which states have high, average and low attandance rates al public schoo's, based on a 2003 study by the
Li.5. Deparimant of Education. Texas, which pays all schools on the basis of attendance and not envoliment. fias the ratlon’s -

. Tewas teads the nation i
“ighest average daily
attendance white several
Hther western states,
espacially Arizona, 15g far
tehing the national sveraga.

~highest average dhendance rate,

The- schiools run by White Har Management, as well as
other dropout recovery.schools, conststently eeport. far below
average atrendance and graduatmn rates.

Part of the reason, critics say, is the teaching method.

After walking through the sécurity checkpoint, soudents at
the Columbus cimpis are ushered into one of theee large
rooms lined with dozens of computer cubicles. They don

headsets and stare at pre-programmed lessons about basic
- mathematics, science, geography and English.-

The  schooks . offer .

-+ Two weachers sit in che middle of the room to eake artendance

and answer questions. Bur the students, mostly, are tethered
to their computers for most of their three-hour learning

- expetience, Officials for the Ohio Deparuvient of Education

said 4 three-hour day can meer the sare’s minimum
requirernents as long as students also ger eredic for their work
experience in'part-time o full-time jobs,

“The schoolwork was very casy. But I wasnt given the
education [ needed, 1 wasnt given whar I needed to succeed
in collcge, said-Amanda Lirerell, 22, who artended the Life
Skills Center av Middletown, Ohio.

Literell transferred from a waditional high school into the

Life Skills program in her sophomore year and graduated

the same yedr, getting heér high-school diploma two years

early. BUt she failed her admissions test for Cincinnati State
Technical and Community College anid is -
bitter about the quainv of her h;ghvsciwol
educarion.

“It was so easy to cheat there. ! cerrainly
would have goreen a million times betrer
educatien if I'd stayed in my old high *
“schiool,” Litrell said. “1f T could erase going -
1o Life Skills Center and stay in a regular

high school, { would.” . '

But many students dont show up ar all,
acccrdmw to state rccmda and formur
students.

“They kind of hav:. an ‘oh well’ thing,”
 Liteeell said .of the staff at the Life Skills

school. “They don't really care if you. don't

show up.” o — '

Justin Greenfield, 21, drop?ed our of the
Middletown campusin 2005. Although his
school had enrolled 346 students that year, .

Greenfiekt said somerimes he saw-only 30 -
students in chass - sometimes even fewer, ©

“Ac Life Skills you come and go as you
please. It’s kind of like a school you go w
unil you'te old encugh to drop ou,’ " Greenfield said.

The people Who run the Life Skills Center of Southemt
Columbus say they take pride-in their program, no matzer
how glooiny their statistics. Only 43 percént of these:
studmts will geta ‘high-school diploma, according to Ohio”
Diepartment of Education records. '

And yes, Life Skills Cenrer officials say, their 10-year-old -

program mcrusmkﬂy is bcma imirated,

Wue nemng C()EIIPCH{EOD, said Monica - Jones, a

The Life Skills Center of Southeast Columbus is a dropout recavery charter school where onty about haif of enmlled students actually attend class. T‘ne e

school ls located in a $trip mali and shares a building wnth a cocktail lounge thai is open dunng schoo! hours, (SHNS photo by Gary Gardiner)




spokeswoman for White Har Management.

School principal Andrew Pasquinilli nods in

agreement,
=

“Just since our center opened, we've had
anather commumiry high school open up at
the nexr stoplight.” Pasquinilli said.

“Oh, right by the strip club and the bars
and everything?” Jones asked.

fesh, actually it's right behind the strip
cub,” Pasquinilli said. “And there is
another dropout-recovery program down
by Refugee Road. Irs a direct dropout-
recovery program like ours, We are seeing
more competition,”

Dropout-recovery  programs  in Ohio  are
proliferating, with at least 47 charter high schools
specinlizing in at-risk students popping up
around the srate since White Hat Management
pioneered the business model in 1998,

The Ohio Department of Education dusing
the 2007-2008 school year paid White Har
Management $1.5 million to teach 264 students

It was so easy to cheat there.

Amanda Liserell, 22, who arended the Life Skills Center ac Middletown, Chio.

encolled at the Columbus school.

But a headcount by Scripps Howard News
Service found that only 122
young adults acrually wenr 1o class on May 1,
a typical school day. It's a fgure school officials
didn® challenge. Similar checks at Life Skills
Center campuses in Akron and Cleveland also

reen-agers and

certainly would have gotten a million
times better education if I'd stayed in my
old high school...If | could erase going to
Life Skills Center and stay in a regular
high school, I would.

SCRIPFS HOWARD NEWS SERVICE

found that less than balf of enrolled students
acrvally went ro class.

Neither Jones nor Pasquinilli disputed the
counts,

According to state calculations, the Life Skills
Center of Southeast Columbus averaged 138
students a day during the 2007-2008 schaol
vear, although the school was paid for the
264 students on the encollment Jist.

“Every state is different in terms of payment.

In Colorads, for instance, on the first of

October. every single student is counted o

determine funding, It's do-or-die that day,”
Jones explained.

“Ar this school, we are only funded based on the
Ohio guidelines, There are no irregularities in
our funding. There are no irregulacities in our
reporting. There is nothing we are doing thart is
fot it accordance with the way, legally, we are
supposed to be funded,” Jones said. £]




tares have struggled with the issues of rruancy and

high-school dropouts for many: years, trying to

-weave regulations and compulsory education laws
that will increase the number of vouths wha graduare
from high school

By Thomas Hargrove

“For the most parz, compulsory attendance laws do not

specify the number of times a student must be truant before

sancrions are enforced,” concluded Commiission tesearcher
vle Zinth {n a study released i 2005.

. _:But l',l'lL resulr of their acternprs is.
a wide array of dlffere.m policies. . .

in schcul vaies, w1t11 29 stares
allowing students to drop out
" atage 16,.seven stites ending
compulsory instruction  a

5§§..ccmpu_tsory aftendance taws
. do not qu{;’g"u the number of tiM&S 1o intervene for euane students.
Howltm" teen-agers must sy @ student must be  truant before.: ' '
' sanc‘nons are enforced, i §

Commissiun rescatcher Kyle Zinrh_-i'n a smdy released in 2003

But 19 states set mandamry
‘guidelines ~ for:. when . school
authorities or police are supposed

Arizona had she narion’s lowest”
public‘—school attendance  rate
= 82,6 percesr. for all grades
in a 2003 US: -Depatrment of

age 17 and 14 states plus che ;
- Districe of Columbia requmng studems to stay in class unnl_ :
i lcast their 18th blrthdav. '

thn voung, thldren must begm thclr schigoling also varies,
' from s young as 5 yedrs of age in eight states and the District of.
Columbia o as Qld as § in Perinsylvania and Washingron state.

“As a tesult, required school aitenddnce rariges from a foral
of nine years in 11 states to 13 years in four states and-
the District of Columbia, according to the Denver-based
Education Commission of the States.

- Education stady. It also has one
of the miost stringent definitions of truancy, saying it's an.

- unexcused: absence “for at feast one class period during the - -

school day” Arizona students'are declired to be “habitually
rruant” after missing at least five school days within a year.

‘Students ‘who are excused because of illness will nor be

automacically declared truans in Arizona,

At the other end of the specerun are Hlinois, which says

a child is habitually truanc after missing 10 percerit of the
school years 180 days, and Coniecticut, which :t.qulres
[t‘.t!‘lcdlat!(m if a child misses 20 days. |




-9)-' Alabama 7-18 MissoLri 7416
o Alaska 7-16 Montana 7-16
-4(-3 Arizana 6-18 Nebraska 7-16
Arkansas 537 Nevada 17
== California 8-18 New Hampshire  6-16
] Colorado 7-16 New Jersey 616
) Caonnecticut E-i8 New Mexico 5-18
) Delaware 518 New York 6-16
| 0C 518 North Carcling ~ 7-16
o Florida G-16 North Dakota 7415
o Georgia 616 Ohio 6-18
- Hawaii 6-18 Oklahoma 518
Q Idaho 7-16 Oregon 7-18
8. Hlinois 717 Pennsylvania 817
vt Indiana 7-16 Rhode 1sland B6-16
- lowa 5-16 South Carofina 5-16
. Kansas 7-18 South Dakota 616
= | Kentucky 616 Tennessee 817
z ‘ LOL.HSI ana 7-18 Texas 618
[l Maine 717 Utah G-18
o Maryland 516 Vermont B-16
— Massachusetls 5-16 Virginia 518
o] M?chigan B-16 Washington 8-18
O Minnesota 716 Waest virginla ~ 6-16
o Mississippi 6-17 wisconsin 6-18
) Wyeming 7-16
n i AN

State policies for compulsory education vary considerably by student age
in the United States. with most $tates not requiring enough time te ensure
high-sehool graduation. The following are the current ages by which
sludents are required 1o enrcll and the earliest age al which they are
allowed to diop out. - .

Vhplepe b

.Americans tend to support charter

schools but are divided about whether
they should be run by for-profit
companies.

Asurvey of 1,003 adults conducted by Scripps Howard News Service
and Ohio University found that more than four in 10 adules say
they know “almast nothing” abour charter schools, which receive vax
dollars but often are run independently from local school districts.

Among those who say they know enough to have an opinion,
support for charter schoels runs 2-to-1 in favor, Only 18 percenr
said charter schools are a bad idea, while about twice that many
believe the schools are a positive trend,

“There is a severe knowledge deficit regarding charter schools in
the Unieed States. In our own national poll, only 20 percent of
respondents correctly identified charter schools as ‘public’ schools,”
said Kara Hormung of the pro-charter Cenrer for Education
Reform, based in Washingron. “Bue, through additional research,
we know that support grows with awareness.”

By nearly a four-to-one margin in the Seripps poll, people who
have an opinion say students in charter schools are doing better on
achievernent tests than students from rraditional schools.

Actually, because  charrer
schools often are designed

The followlng are se!ected lmdlngs from a suwey of 1 003 adults conducted by the Scripps Survey Research Center at W serve undcr-per&)rming
Ohio University from May 11-28. Jerl students, charter-school
Charter schoals as pubﬂc scmols DPeraung wﬂh tax dnlla:s bul awe Thara a56 now thousands. of chartar ad\ools inthe Unﬂad Statas. Hysis * - students as a group are
allowad to lunction iidapendantly from thelr lacal schiol districts as lang as - had to guess, are students In thesa achools doing better on thelr - . . 3

thay mawt slate élandards, Do you Tavor or oppose the dea of charter schioveiment tests than kids at tradifonial public l_whoolt orarathey . pcrf(mlung less well en
achonols, or do you nof know enough abett them 0 have an oplnlnn? doing wme thar kids st traditional uhooll? : .

Favor idea NEENSE 36 : T N CharterKldsi}uBetter“43
o ChanerKldsDcWorse Wooo w7 schools,

Oppose lélaai'-ﬂw

standardized  wsts  than
students  in rradidonal

Don‘anow Enough m42 ] ':DOMKF!DW MSS
Ve T e o Respondents were asked:
Othar Response 2 R e Olherﬁespcnse R7 e
: SRRSO LI ST 3 Some charter  schools
S phertar sohoola are cperated by for-rofit corportl L ,Hmvnumhdoynuknowabmchnmuchoaln?Duyou know quits s ©. are operated by [:Or—pi‘()ﬁt
. you tﬁinklhut [s uqood !duornhnd ldoa? - o . it phoue them, do you know a little abouuhemordo you know , iy, ) ‘
. * almost nothing baut them? i ) corporations. Do you
Good Idea “30 . . .
i1 Know Quite A Bnum think that is a good idea or

Bad Idea REI6

: KnowA L'miam 35

a bad idea?” Thirty percent

£ Dont Krgw EEA32 : L said  private  companies

e s : KnuwAlmostNoming“M 3 “« 1 .

Other Response |2 &~ operating  “public  schoals
PRICIREE N ‘.MntKﬂOWMBrlﬁ

The survey was conducted by telephone at Ohin University's Scapps
Survey Research Center from May 11-28. The overall survey has @ margin
of error of about 3 percentage points.

was a “good idea” Another 36
percent said it was a “bad idea,”
and 34 percent were uncertain
or gave other responses, such as “some are

good, others bad.” 0

Ni tedwals "M oping pue sacubiey sewdui /_(_g
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spark refund push in Texas

By Thomas Hargrove and Gavin Off

Texas officials want a refund for millions of tax dollars from schools
that allegedly inflated attendance records, part of a national problem
of absenteeism at schools operated by for-profit corporatzons

Seven charter schools have more than $16 million in debts
to the Texas Education Agency for allegedly inaccurate
and inflared attendance reports, debts the stare may never
recoup. ‘The state wiote off another $9 million in debts after
20 chister schools went out of business. There is a pasional
treind of states hiring companies to opetate special “dropouit-
recovery” programs for studenrs who are failing in the regular
public schools. Tn most states, but not in Texas, these special
schoals are paid per scudent envolled, not for how many
studenss actually attend class.

“In the mid-1980s, Tcms decided thar attendance is
important to achieving good performance in school,” said
Lisa Dawn-Fisher, deputy associate commissioner for school
finance at the. Texas Education Agency. “We only pay o
the basis of warm bodies in the seats, o that the kids are
receiving instruction. It is not enough just w0 enrolt kids, but
to- actually teach them.”

A 2003 -s_tud_y i_)_y the U.S. Departnient of Education

found thar the average absenteeism rate in Texas was just
4.9 percent, the lowest for any state. Texas authorities said
abserttecism récently has dropped. to about 4 percent, still
the mation’s best,

But absenteeism averages about 9 percent in-Texas' charter
high schools, according to the Scripps Howard study.

Texas has aggressively soughit refunds from charrer schools,
including $8 million for atrendante claims at Houscon’s Gulf
Shores Acaciemy (GSA), where absentceism averaged 30
percent every day duting the 20042005 school year.

“GSA reported studeits ds having graduated, then listed
those same students as stifl enrolled in the following academic
year,” the Texas Education Agency said in a lawsitic, “Almase
since it began operating, GSA has failed to maintain necessary
student attendance and financial records.”

Texas state Rep. Harold Ducron, D-Houston, a !ziwycr who
represents Gulf Shores Academny officials, said many charcer




schools in Texas have a difhculr time leaening
how 10 enter attendance information into the
state’s complex computer system.

“All of these charter schools are required to
file through the Public Education Informartion
Management  System,” Durton said.  “Most
rraditional schools have full-time people who
enter the daca. Bur charter schools are stuck with
doing this with just 2 part-time person, So the
data are not correct.”

Dawn-Fisheratthe Texas Education Agency agreed
that training could be parr of the problem.

“There could be some devious intentions here,”
she said. “There could be

— Baptist minister Harold W. Wilcox and three
family members were indicted in 2004 for
defranding the state and federal government
of $3.3 million through fraudulent awendance
records at the DPrepared Table Charter School
in Houston. Wilcox died before. trial, but his
refatives pleaded guilty and got jail sentences.

-- Dolares Hillyer, former chief executive officer
of Austits Texas Academy of Excellence, was
indicted last year for misspending charter-
school funds for personal health care and privare
automobiles. She pleaded guilty in June and was
placed on 10 years' probation. The school sill
owes the state ahour $1.8 million.

SCRIPPS HOWARD NEWS SERVICE

in Texas and three academies in Florida,

Absenteeism ar Richard Milburn Academies
averages 26 percent in Florida and 17 percent in
“Texas. Texas, unlike Florida and most states, pays
charter schools on the basis of actual attendance,
not enrollment,

Local Florida school boards have closed three
other Milburn Academy centers for a variery of
performance issues and, in all chree cases, for
complaints about poor atrendance,

“We are focusing on the at-risk kids,” Robert
H. Crosby, company founder. “I like to say
we've focused on the bottom of the barrel. I'm

some misunderstanding,. 1
do see the need for some
more training and rechnical
assistance forcharter-school
holders, especially on the
business side of the house
- their documentation
requirements, they
need to be keeping erack of”

whar

But the fare of Gulf Shores
became even less cerain in
March when principal Linda -
Johnson and her daughrer,
school employee  Marian
Johnson, were charged with
felony countes of tampering
wich a government record
after  allegedly  accepring
$150 from  undercover
agenis to document a class
credit so a feritipus child

Public School attendance rates by states

U.S. Average 92.1

A 93.0
5,,, 93.7

© 85.0

Source. Nahsnal Center for Educstion Statislics’ Schod! and Stalting Survey lor tha 2003-04 schao! year

could graduate from high -
school,

Dutton said he believes the case stemmied from
the cutthroat competition beeween national
chains of charrer schools to sign up “ar-risk”
high-school dropouts in the Houston area,

“There are people who are going after their (Gulf
Shores') students,” Durton said. “There are
national organizations whose sole purpose is 1o
make money off of these kids. I'm talking abowt
the for-profic companies whe run the charter
schoaols for ac-risk kids and whe are in bed with
a lot of the local school boards.”

It was juse one of several criminal and civil cases
that have been brought against charter-school
officials in Texas. Among them:

-- The Renaissance Charter School of krving and
its affiliare, Heritage Academy of Dallas, were
shut down in 2000 after state officials said the
schools' esroneous actendance records caused
a misallocarion of $4.5 million. The Texas
artorney general’s office early this year obtained a
court order barring Renaissance founder Donald
L. Jones and two other employees from working
in the stae’s charter-school system or from
receiving state and federal grants.

“There have been a few bad actors that really
have big problems,” Dawn-Fisher said.

How for-profit charter schools are paid may
influence their truancy NonPublic
Educational Services Inc. of Salem, Mass.,
operdtes six Richard Milburn Academy schooks

rages.

not taking the easy road on this. I have a rotal
mission in life to help kids who arc at risk. Afrer
all, 1was an ar-risk kid once myself.”

“If you are a nonprofit group, vou can do no
wrong. Bue if you are for-profir, then you can
do nothing right,” Crosby said. “There is a bias
against for-profits in education.”

Crosby was asked whether the method of
funding influences attendance.

“Thats an interesting hypothesis. But dhat’s for
someone else to look ar, not me,” Crosby said.
“In Florida, we are paid by enrollment, bur so is
every other school, Texas is one of the few states
thar pay by attendance. Most of the states pay by
enrollment, fortunarely.” {1
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Florida taxpayers

colfected ar least $25 million during the 2006-2007 school
year for a daily average of 5,125 missing students.

“I'm not against privatization of schools. But sometimes I

get terribly ill chinking about all of the resources here that

could have been better spent in traditional schools,” said
Gary Miron, a researcher at Western Michigan University.

Mison said the schools are “doing what for-profic
companies are supposed to do. They are making
money. They are creating business models that
are highly profitable. The real question is why
our stare legislatures are allowing this?”

For-profic companies run several chains of

schools in Florida, including facilivies with
the state’s worst rates of absenteeism, The

state has 11 Life Skills Centers operated

by Whire Hat Management of Akron,
Ohio.

3

The worst-artended of these are the
Life Skills Center of Polk County,
with an average absentecism raze
of 48 percent, and the Life Skills
Center of Opa lLocka, where
ahseneeism averaged 45 percent.

White Har Management issued
a written statement to Scripps
Howard when asked abour the
absentecism. The company said its
Life Skills Centers serve students
whove dropped out or otherwise

schools.

Spend ml”lons On absent StUdentS rejected  heir  traditional publié

By Thomas Hargrove and Gavin Off

14

Florida taxpayers are spending

millions of dollars to educate
thousands of high-schoo! students
who rarely or never show up for
class, part of a growing trend
of high absenteeism at schools
operated by for-profit corporations.
The Sunshine Srare has mere than 120 schools where more
than 20 percent of enrolled students miss class on a given
day. On some campuses, daily truancy fevels are half or more

of the official student population, according to a study by
Scripps Howard News Service:

Because charter schools in Florida are paid based on

enrollment - not acrual student artendance -~ the schools

*It is a constant challenge to keep our students in school —
many of them have lost the discipline of daily artendance

“and almosr all of them have other responsibilities such as

jobs and families that make it harder for them to balance
their schedules,” the company statement said. “There is
absenseeism ar Life Skills Centers as there is at public schools.

- T is surprising thac it isn’t higher.”

White Hat also operates 17 Life Skills campuses in Ohio thar
have the nation’s lowest attendince rares, according to the
Scripps Howard study. The Life Skills Center of Cincinriasi

. reported that absenteeism averaged 64 perccnt of enrollment

in the 2004-03 school year.

Also reporting consistently high absenteeism in Florida are
theee Richard Milburn Academy schaols, where an averdge
of 26 percent of enrolled students missed class durmg fh{.
2006-07 school year.

“There’s not enough overqlght, Lee County School Board
member Bob Chilmonik said after reviewing the records of

.the Milbufn Academy in his county. “Most people, a ot of




people, can start a charter school.”

Lee Counry’s Milbuen Academy received $7,500
per studene for the 2006-07 school year, but
spent only a third of thar amount on acrual
instruction, according to county files.

The lee County Scheol District also has
approved creation this year of the Lee Alternative
Charter High School. It will also be run by

work personnel,” she said.

But she said the academy failed to reach the 80
percent actendance goal it promiséd the school
board. “And thats according to their own
figures,” she said.

The Milburn Academy of Pasce County was
closed last year.

“It was a struggle from the very beginning

Because charter schools in Florida are paid based
on enroliment -- not actual student attendance --
the schools collected at feast $25 million during
the 2006-2007 school year for a daily average of

5,125 missing students.

with themm.
What  constitutes
attendance?  Their
record keeping
was just S0 poor,
sakd Sandra
Ramos, a recently
retired assistant
_superintendent
of Tasco  County

NonPublic Educational Services Inc., the for-
profit company based in Salem, Mass., that
operates the Milburn academies.

“Three Milburn campuses in Florida have been
shut down by local schoal boards for a variery of
petformance issues, including arrendance.

“What [ remember dlearly is being appalled at
the lack of student performance,” said Cindy
Olson, a member of the Hillshorough County
Schoot Board, which closed frs Milburn school
in 2006.

According to the Florida  Department
of Education, the Milburn Academy of
Hillsborough reported that 60 percent of its
students missed at feast 21 days of class during
the 2004-2003 school year It was the sixth-
worst rate of truancy among all of Floridd’s
public schools.

The worst absenteeism, according to the seate,
‘was at the Milbuen Academy of Sarasota, where
72 percent of seudents missed at least three
. weeks of school.

Deb Metheny, supervisor for chareer schools in
Sarasota County, said poor attendance was just
‘one of the reasons her school board revoked the
Milburn Academy’s charter in 2006. The school
was also cited for poor student performance, low
graduation rates and failure to provide vocational
training programs,

“Also, there was a lack of qualified teaching staff
and a failure to provide guidance and social-

schools who oversaw
the closure, “They were continually trying o get
their enrollment up. During FTE weeks (twice-
yearly enrollment counts to determine funding)
they would give $50 bonuses so the kids would
show up. But those kids dido't show up after.
that”

SCRIFPS HOWARD NEWS SERVICE

by an instructor who wasnt qualified. Students
were given science credit even though the school
dida’t ows lab equipment - a violation of district
rules, according ro Ramos. A former teacher also
said students were awarded gym credic despite
the school nat having a physical-education class.

Robert . Crosby, founder and president of
NonPublic Educational Services Inc., which
operates the Milburn academics, vigorously
defended his programs.

“We are focusing on the at-risk kids. I like to say
we've focused on the bottom of the barrel. I'm
not taking the easy road on this. 1 have a toral
mission in life ro help kids who are at risk. Afrer
all, was an at-risk kid once myself,” Croshy said
from his Salem, Mass., office.

He said many school boards in Florida are
hostile to charter programs run by private
businesses. Four Florida counties -- Brevard,
Collier, Polk and Alachua - refused to give
charrers to his group.

“If you are a nonprofit group, you can do no
wrong. But if you are for-profit, then you can
do nothing right,” Crosby said. “There is a bias

Lauren Pelkey, now 22,
graduated from the Tasco
County Milburn Academy
as the school’s valediceorian
in 2004, She said the
school’s small class size -
entollment was abour 130

BB There's not enough oversight..most
people,
charter school. l

a lot of people, can start a

Lee Counry School Board member Bob Chilmonik said after reviewing the
recards of the Milburn Academy i his counry.

studenrs -- was made even
smaller, since. only about
two-thirds of the students showed up each day.

Pelkey said the only time she skipped school was
during spring break when she went o the beach
in Clearwater.

“l would say | was really sick, and they (her
teachers) would notice T was extremely tan,”
Pelkey said. “So they would ask for a nore, and
I would have to forge one. T don think they
believed it, bur what could they do?”

The schools closing last year didn’t surprise
Pelkey, now a student ar St. Leo University,
in central Florida. Although Pelkey liked che
teachers, she said the studemts ran Milburn
Academy. She said the program was “a waste of
taxpayers money.”

Pasco County officials said that school officials
had awarded credits for Spanish classes taught

against for-profits in education.”

. But he said the schools have had problems

finding qualified teachers. He acknowledged thar
his schools offered $50 gift cards o coax kids to
artend class, “bur that was for high acrendance
rates over the course of the year” and not just
during designated counting weeks.

There are six Milburn schools in Texas, where
the funding rules are quite different. Texas only
pays based upon the number of students who
actually attend class. Daily absenteeism averages
26 percent in the three remaining Florida schools
and 17 percent in the Lone Star State campuses.

Crosby was asked whether the method of
funding influences artendance.

“That’s an inceresting hypothesis. Bur thats for
someone else to look at, [npr me,” Crosby said.
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L: At-risk sfudents af

e Ve n bi g g e r ri S k An editarial / By Dale McFeatters

n 30 stages, special for-profic charrer schools are supposed 1o
rescue students at risk of dropping or failing out of rraditienal
public high scheols,

On paper it sounds like a good idea. But wo often in practice the
taxpayers are shelling oue miltions to educate students who dont
show up for class and are unlikely ever to graduare.

Scripps Howard News Service reporters Thomas Hargrove and
Gavin Off have christened these “ghost schools” for the thousands
of students who are on the rolls but rarely in class. In most places,
the schools get reimbursed regardless, What checks are in place
tend to be cursory ac best.

Ohio, hardest hit by the wend, paid $29.9 million during the
2006-2007 to educate students who werent there at 47 “dropout
recovery” schools. At ane school in Cincinnari the daily absentee
rare averaged 64 percent of those enrolled. And siill the srate paid.

“The crux of the problem, according to Hargrove and Off, is that

the for-profit charters “are paid based on the number of students

enrolted -~ not these whe acrually attend -- so

the schools get their money even if the desks
arc empry.”

pr—e—

“It’s a cash cow!” said one former principal.

While soine stares have thresholds fFor artendance, the teachers
ai thase schools are under considerable pressure from the
administrators to generate paperwork changing unexcused
absences into excused absences. The emphasis was on getting
the excuse in the files, not irs accuracy. “I've seen documents
I know were written by students and the administrators just
took them,” said a former teacher ar one at-risk chareer.

Texas, in the words of one of its educators, seteled on the
seemingly obvious premise “that attendance is imporrant ro
achieving good performance in school.” It is one of the few
states that pay by atrendance cacher than enrollment and asa
result has a significansdy lower absentee race.

‘These at-risk schools can perform an important service and
it's important nar o underestimare irs difficulty. Seudents
who are failing ot in danger of dropping out of one school

are likely predisposed to do the same ar another school, Bug

a ghost school that purports o be reaching absent kids is
providing a phantom education.




iuiah Cnlts

T EEnds =

Wlnter wurkout

O I LAY MES 0y
e ide sy

E Ep——
vansville ) 3
i3 OURIE X, RESS s

Moniog, Nuvetsizts 17, 208 ey
T & £og onto register to win ickets o "Awm't Bixhohavin™ stasing Fubsn Studdasd 3t The Centrs

ENATASY TRLATERT THALY RERSEAPLAY

i o 0 163rd comes marchin home
School absentee rates s Fm;t group to land today in Inc% s

draw educators concern

Tbenarine o

ey el

Frgaac

Truants
inflating
L 4 class bill
v LA e S E,g};,,ff,,w ELEMENTARY $5HE0L - 5 Cibosis plague
; i 3 chaner schixils

on the prowi

Rasnems Soek aRomaties
fo trapiEng SHCHLE MEB e s.
FERLrES BRN

a‘s&si SV ety g R G B
-“’9‘- .
st o8 SO T T AT
rwmuﬁmnmm&ww
3 WY W 0T T e 5

BESSEY CAEES
HIMERTARY SEHAI

i ..vq\;mn?‘;amwm i

3.7%

AR TR R

BR. DAYED L, ASDERSAN
5;335‘?&@ SIDBLE SEHEDL

LLSCIIFEIp: S,
£BUCATION
sod

No‘ghosts” - 38 Aol =
incitys %" - : R T

D Crag b wqunuumqmmanlmwk.w =0 Tuemsing ﬁ-u-umw £

chartered | e SRR s e e T e

shools -~ CAPE makes winter warmer

Budget for heating assistance doubled  voassey.

o momsradon

s R ! :
a7, BomeARE 5L US m h
St of Mmone ay o G NADOREL
e

fad WE ATy

ﬁfﬁx’f”‘mh!‘dmmw

o SEATATE age AT

Sk RS gt A

T TAAP ON NOT T8 YHAP?
Ty S e S 128

Pobrtts il s cinance BB e : 1'”\ i o, oy ko a1 Presean 7
vogar seri s Londitions At i C t f i‘harl]\sgi g - Lo e Acd . aav- 5o s o 1 P S
. : i (i-! AL LR RO
oy attoct oty & L 0OSL O Vi A]]Lam : e Bt 28 o S S e 1A
Dehriion 1 hsbace WhIStR i Avltnﬁlm '«’m * e 3 w ¥ ool

e 5 If paienl b 3 etibecioan 4868 Lite (o %5 R TN
EERe o dinner up 6 percent REEE B o
< > : o fFacemii bates AR SR BT %0 sy Covn P
#® T 1 RO e wacted daprerleTng ol Rl s puri G W Yrsdmeas e e
3000, g ] AR e s tintad
s d 3 :
Y

. CLASSH

[ e ok s v DIKEN COSTS

DN w2y pounan FRE
Py

anix e SALE, 4l 26 e i
Jus sl ibmon ok Sk rcmtion,
BROATE it iy

i g Trankserey 0T HXF

a2
[t N
P

THE BaREAT

NogARbded g by d2 AR OB wumv!es-mn:mi‘k-mh— i

st — e
hhqhm" v DB feesw B
PR RARKATIN s 511 2w e avazoges
et gl . L. I i 8 i s Arvaem 2 bt ok
oy s v ismmnead IR N S et ot o ;a;},:‘.nws.m,.ygu,mn
- s Toun o e Boas . 6 iisivio 1t it
sy ey iR SRR TN A vowre b dase Sl moiputy i Secbed Tans 20t Bugher bavr il ke yorstat-
iian 0 e e ekt the v B
E I R A e Tere Frked
sy anpoiy  cwren e

S B R N AL ST R
sy

vy
e sy o pschusses s E e

88

Pt St i WRES
R




