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I. Introduction
Primary and secondary education is a key responsibility of both local and state government in Rhode Island. Most families in the state
rely on public education to prepare their children for a brighter future, and Ocean State employers likewise depend on public education
to produce competent workers for tomorrow. Given the centrality of education levels to economic development in our informationdriven economy, the future prosperity of the state overall is highly dependent on Rhode Island’s public school system. In terms of
resources, Rhode Island certainly makes K-12 education a priority; Ocean State taxpayers spent over $2 billion on public schools in FY
2018, amounting to 17.2 percent of all state and local expenditures that year.1 Compared to the nation overall, Rhode Islanders invest a
relatively generous amount in their K-12 system, spending 13.1 percent more than the U.S. total on a per capita basis and 13.6 percent
more per $1,000 of personal income in FY 2018.2
Despite Rhode Island’s relatively large investment in elementary and secondary
education, its students have middling outcomes in comparison to the nation and low
outcomes relative to the New England region. Figure 1 shows Rhode Island student
proficiency levels on the most recently conducted (2019) National Assessment of
Educational Progress (NAEP) in comparison to the United States and the other five
New England states.3 Except in eighth grade math—in which Rhode Island student
proficiency trailed the national average by five percentage points—the Ocean State’s
outcomes on the NAEP were largely consistent with national averages but lagging
New England. In fact, only in fourth grade math did Rhode Island have a higher
proficiency rate than any of its regional peers (40 percent proficient, compared to 39
percent in Vermont). Rhode Island’s proficiency rate on the NAEP was particularly
low when compared to neighboring Massachusetts, which is consistently ranked as
one of the top states for public K-12 in the country and which outperformed the Ocean
State by ten percentage points in fourth grade reading and math, as well as eighth
grade reading, and by 18 percentage points in eighth grade math.4
Since 1997, charter schools have operated as part of Rhode Island’s public elementary
and secondary education system. Enabled by the Rhode Island General Assembly in
1995 with the intent “to provide opportunities for teachers, parents, pupils, and
community members to establish and maintain public schools that operate
independently,” charter schools are public schools, but unlike traditional public
schools, operate with more autonomy, particularly in determining curriculum,
instruction, and mission.5 In the more than quarter century since, charter public
schools have become an important component of Rhode Island’s public education
landscape, educating over seven percent of the state’s total student body, and a far
higher share of students residing in Rhode Island’s urban core.

Figure 1
2019 NAEP, Percent Proficient
Grade 4
Reading

Math

United States

35%

41%

Connecticut
Maine
Massachusetts
New Hampshire
Rhode Island
Vermont

40%
36%
45%
38%
35%
37%

45%
42%
50%
46%
40%
39%

Grade 8
Reading

Math

United States

34%

34%

Connecticut
Maine
Massachusetts
New Hampshire
Rhode Island
Vermont

41%
36%
45%
38%
35%
40%

39%
34%
47%
38%
29%
38%

Charter public schools have established themselves as a fixture of Rhode Island’s
public education system and expanded their reach to an increasing number of students Source: National Center for Education Statistics - The Nation's Report
across the state, however, there have been attempts to limit that growth. Limitations Card
were written into the state’s original charter enabling legislation. Subsequently, the
expansion of charter public schools was put on hold by the General Assembly between fiscal year (FY) 2005 and FY 2009.6 Again,
today, there is an attempt by some members of the General Assembly to curtail the growth of charter schools. Passed overwhelmingly
by the Senate in a 30-to-6 vote and currently under consideration by the House of Representatives, the so-called charter moratorium
legislation currently at play came in response to the preliminary approval of three new charters, and approval for the expansion of three
existing charters, by the state’s Council on Elementary and Secondary Education in December 2020. These new charters and expansions
would collectively increase the number of available charter seats by over 5,000 over the next decade, amounting to a 55.1 percent
increase over the current number of available seats.7 If enacted, the charter moratorium legislation would limit the creation of new
charters, or expansion of existing charters, for the next three school years (2021/22-2023/24). The legislation would further disallow
any state funding for charters not approved before July 1, 2020, thereby retroactively reversing the new charters and expansions approved
by the Council.8
Given that charter public schools are both integral to Rhode Island’s public K-12 system (which is itself critical to Rhode Island’s future
prosperity) and that the expansion of charters in the state is at a critical juncture, it is an ideal time for an analysis of the state of charter
public schools in Rhode Island. What follows in this RIPEC report is an overview and analysis of the key issues at play so as to provide
1

U.S. Census Bureau, 2018 State & Local Government, 2018 State & Local Government Finance Historical Datasets and Tables; RIPEC calculations.
Rhode Island Public Expenditure Council, “How Rhode Island Compares,” March 2021.
3
Also called the Nation’s Report Card, the NAEP is the only standardized assessment in the nation that enables interstate comparison, as every state is required to
administer the NAEP’s mathematics and reading assessments to a sampling of its fourth and eighth graders every two years to receive Title I funds. The NAEP
also provides assessments in other subjects, like social studies and science, but these are not required to receive federal funds. National Center for Education
Statistics, Important Aspects of No Child Left Behind Relevant to NAEP.
4
US News, Education Rankings; 24/7 Wall Street, States with the Best and Worst Schools; Wallethub, States with the Best & Worst School Systems.
5
R.I. Gen. Laws § 16-77-3.1; RIDE, Charter School Performance Review System.
6
Rhode Island’s fiscal year runs from July 1 to June 30. FY 2009 corresponds to the 2008-2009 school year. R.I. Department of Education, The State of Rhode
Island’s Charter Public Schools, April 2014.
7
R.I. General Assembly Press Releases, Senate passes charter school moratorium, February 10, 2021; R.I. General Assembly Press Releases, Rep. O’Brien
introduces charter moratorium bill, March 2, 2021; R.I. Senate Fiscal Office, Issue Brief: Charter Schools, March 5, 2021.
8
R.I. General Assembly, 2021 -- House Bill 5193, 2021 -- Senate Bill 0093 Sub A as Amended.
2
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Rhode Island policymakers and residents with the facts necessary to inform current and future decisions regarding charter public schools
specifically, and public K-12 education more broadly. In addition to its introduction, this report contains five sections. Section II provides
a historical overview of the charter school movement in the nation and in Rhode Island and summarizes the legal governing framework
and state oversight of charter public schools. Section III establishes what charter public schools look like today, analyzing school,
enrollment, and demographic characteristics. Section IV provides a fiscal overview, addressing how charter schools are funded, their
fiscal impact on traditional public schools, and how the resources available to charter public schools compare with those available to
traditional public schools. Section V analyzes the educational outcomes of public charter schools in comparison to the state’s public
schools overall and to those districts in which most charter public school students reside. Finally, Section VI includes RIPEC’s comments
on the findings of this report and its recommendations for policymakers.
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II. History and Legal Framework
This section provides a brief overview of the history of charter public schools in the United States and Rhode Island, including an
explanation of charter caps and the types of charter public schools that are authorized to operate in the Ocean State. This section next
turns to the topic of state oversight, outlining the laws, rules, and regulations that dictate the processes by which Ocean State charters
are approved and revoked, as well as ongoing state oversight and student enrollment procedures.
The Movement for Charter Public Schools
The United States
In the long history of public education in the United States, public charter schools are a relatively new innovation. University of
Massachusetts Amherst Education Professor Ray Budde is credited with introducing the idea, suggesting a restructuring of public school
districts through teacher-led public charter schools in a 1974 article titled “Education by Charter.” At first receiving little attention,
growing interest in public charter schools over the next decade among academics and educators culminated in an endorsement from
American Federation of Teachers President Albert Shanker in 1988, who argued in favor of “risk-taking” and “the greatest possible
choice among public schools by parents, students, and teachers.”9
In the early 1990s, the idea gained significant traction in statehouses around the country as well as in the U.S. Capitol. In 1991, a
bipartisan bill that would provide financial support to public charter schools was first proposed by Senators David Durenberger (R-MN)
and Joseph Lieberman (D-CT). That same year, Minnesota became the first state to pass legislation enabling charter public schools and,
in 1992, City Academy High School in St. Paul became the nation’s first charter public school. California passed its own charter enabling
legislation in 1992 and, in 1993, five more states, including Massachusetts, passed charter enabling legislation. In 1994 the federal
Charter School Program—which provides start-up grants to public charter schools—was passed into law, and, by 1995, 18 states had
passed charter enabling legislation.10
The charter public school movement has grown significantly in the last fifteen years. As of the 2018-2019 school year, there were 7,534
charter schools in the United States, over two times the number that existed in the 2005-2006 school year. The number of K-12 students
enrolled in charter schools more than tripled between the 2005-2006 school year and the 2018-2019 school year, totaling 3.3 million
and representing 6.5 percent of all public school students in the nation.11 Currently, 45 states and Washington D.C. have charter enabling
legislation. Of those, 28 states have no caps on the number of charter schools that may operate within a state.12 In consequence, the
percentage of public school students attending a charter school is particularly high in some states, reaching nearly one-in-five—18.0
percent—in Arizona in the 2018-2019 school year.13
Rhode Island
In 1995, Rhode Island enacted charter enabling legislation: The Charter Public School Act. Two years later, in the fall of 1997, the
state’s first charter, the Academy for Career Exploration (ACE), opened in Providence.14 Rhode Island’s Charter Public School Act
enabled the authorization of only district charter schools—schools that are “created by existing public schools, groups of public school
personnel, public school districts, or a group of public school districts.”15 However, the state’s charter school law expanded in 1998 to
include independent charter schools, which are created by either a Rhode Island college or university, or by a Rhode Island nonprofit
organization that has existed for at least two years prior to petitioning for a charter and “exist[s] for a substantial reason other than to
operate a school.” A third category of charter schools, mayoral academies, were authorized by the General Assembly in 2008. 16 Mayoral
academies are founded by a Rhode Island mayor or elected town administrator acting through a nonprofit.17
Importantly, mayoral academies, unlike district and independent charters, are exempt from the tenure, prevailing wage, and pension
provisions of other public schools.18 In contrast, the salary schedule of teachers at independent charter schools is the same as at any
other public school.19 Neither Rhode Island’s independent charter school nor mayoral academy teachers belong to a union, whereas the
state’s district charter school teachers are represented by the same union as the district’s traditional school teachers.20

Michael R. Benezrta, “How Policymakers Started the Federal Charter School Movement: A Case Study in Policy Entrepreneurship,” Master’s Thesis, Harvard
Extension School, 2016.
10
Benzerta; National Alliance for Public Charter Schools, “20 Years of Innovation: How Far We’ve Come.”
11
Jamison White, Jessica Snydman, and Yueting Xu, “How Many Charter Schools and Students Are There?,” National Alliance for Public Charter Schools,
November 13, 2020.
12
The states without charter school enabling legislation are Montana, Nebraska, North Dakota, South Dakota, and Vermont. “50-State Comparison: Charter School
Policies,” January 28, 2020.
13
Jamison White, Jessica Snydman, and Yueting Xu, “How Many Charter Schools and Students Are There?,” National Alliance for Public Charter Schools,
November 13, 2020.
14
RIDE, The State of Rhode Island’s Charter Public Schools, April 2014.
15
R.I. Gen. Laws, § 16-77-2.1.
16
RIDE, The State of Rhode Island’s Charter Public Schools, April 2014.
17
Unlike independent charters, the nonprofit organizations that mayors or administrators act through to create mayoral academies may form at any time and for
the express purpose of charter authorization. Ibid. In 2010, the General Assembly separated out three different sections of law for the three different classes of
charters. R.I. House Fiscal Advisory Staff, Education Aid, 2019.
18
Ibid.
19
R.I. Gen. Laws §§ 16-77-3.2, 16-77-3.7.
20
There are only two district charter schools in the state. Teachers at Times2 are represented by the Providence Teacher’s Union and teachers at New England
Laborers are represented by the Cranston Teacher’s Alliance.
9
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When charter public schools were first authorized, the Rhode Island General Assembly had tight limits on the number and size of charter
schools. A maximum of two charter schools could operate in districts with fewer than 20,000 students, and a maximum of four charter
schools could operate in districts with enrollment exceeding 20,000 students.21 Moreover, there was a cap of 20 on the total number of
charters that could be authorized by the state, and a cap of 4.0 percent on the proportion of Rhode Island’s total student body that could
be enrolled in a charter school. However, over time, as the General Assembly broadened the types of charters permissible under Rhode
Island law, they also reduced limits on charter school expansion. First, in 2005 the General Assembly did away with the cap on the
number of charters that could be authorized per host community, and five years later, in 2010, the Assembly lifted the cap on the
percentage of public school students that could be enrolled in charter public schools.22 At the same time, the Assembly increased the
cap on the number of charters that can be authorized to 35. State law, however, requires that half of all authorized charters in the state
must have a stated purpose of expanding the educational opportunities of at-risk students.23
The work of the General Assembly in 2010 to lift the cap on charter school enrollment came on the heels of a five-year moratorium on
the expansion of charter schools in the state. Put in place by the Assembly in 2004, the charter moratorium was extended by the Assembly
in 2005. While technically lifted in 2008, the FY 2009 budget did not include funds to enable the opening of new charter schools. The
FY 2010 budget reinstated this funding stream, including $1.5 million for this purpose.24
As shown in Figure 2, the number of authorized charters had expanded from one to 11 in the eight years prior to the moratorium. In the
12 years since the moratorium was lifted, the number of authorized charters has grown, primarily between the 2010-2011 and 20142015 school years, when the number of authorized charters doubled (from 11 to 22). Since the 2014-2015 school year, this figure has
been relatively stable. Peaking at 23, there are currently 22 authorized charters in Rhode Island.

Charter Oversight
The laws governing charter public schools in Rhode Island are specific to charters, but as with any public school, the state plays a
significant role in governance, laying out rules and regulations and providing significant oversight. Rhode Island is one of only seven
states in the nation where a single state education agency—the Council on Elementary and Secondary Education (the Council)—has the
sole authority to authorize, renew, and revoke charters. The Council does so in conjunction with the Rhode Island Board of Education
and with the support of the Rhode Island Department of Education (RIDE).25
Charter Authorization
Any entity wishing to start a charter public school—be it a nonprofit organization, educational institution, mayor, town administrator,
or school district—is required to first submit an application to the Commissioner of Elementary and Secondary Education no later than
December 1 of the school year prior to that in which the school would open.26 Among other requirements, charter school applications
21

Providence is the only district in the state with a student body exceeding 20,000 and no other district comes close to meeting this threshold. R.I. House Fiscal
Advisory Staff, Education Aid, 2019.
22
Ibid.
23
R.I. Gen. Laws § 16-77-3.1.
24
RIDE, The State of Rhode Island’s Charter Public Schools, April 2014.
25
RIDE, Rhode Island’s Public Charter Schools; R.I. Gen. Laws § 16-77-5.1.
26
R.I. BOE Regulations, Chapter 20, Subchapter 5, Part 2 – Charter School Regulations.

Page 7 of 32

must include the charter’s mission, objective, method of providing a basic education, measurable student academic goals, and processes
for improving student learning.27 Additionally, charter applications must supply “evidence of need and community support.”28
In reviewing a charter application, the Council is required to consider impact to the host district and community. There must be a period
for public comment of no fewer than 60 days, in which at least two public hearings located in the proposed host community must occur.
The Council additionally must “place substantial weight on the fiscal impact on the city or town; programmatic impact on the sending
school district; and the educational impact on the students in the district to ensure that the proposal is economically prudent for the city
or town and academically prudent for the proposed sending school districts and for all students in the sending district.”29 Charters must
receive final approval by no later than July 31 of the school year in which the school is set to open and may be granted for a fixed term
that may not exceed five years.30
Annual Oversight
Rhode Island charter schools are subject to regular oversight that is both standard for any public school and particular to charter public
schools.
First, as with any public school, charter schools participate in statewide testing mandatory under the federal Every Student Succeeds
Act (ESSA). ESSA requires that states annually test students in reading/English language arts (ELA) and mathematics in grades 3-8 and
once in high school but gives states leeway in determining which assessments to utilize. For students in grades 3-8, Rhode Island has
fulfilled this requirement with the Rhode Island Common Assessment System (RICAS) since the 2017-2018 school year, and, in the
same year, began using the SAT to conduct federally mandated testing of high school students.31 Under ESSA, states are also required
to establish an accountability framework, annually measure all public schools and districts against that framework, and make their
findings publicly available. In Rhode Island, charter and traditional public schools, as well as all public school districts, are held
accountable through a framework that assigns between one and five stars dependent on factors that include ELA and math proficiency
and growth, graduation rates, absenteeism, suspension, and English language proficiency.32
Unlike traditional public schools, charter schools are required under state law to provide a yearly report to parents, the community, the
school committee, and the Commissioner of Elementary and Secondary Education. The report must indicate the progress made by the
school in meeting charter objectives.33 RIDE issues a separate Charter Performance Annual Report, which evaluates four indicators of
performance for each charter school: academic performance,
financial structure, organizational structure, and compliance
Figure 3
with state and federal law.34 Charter schools are additionally
required to submit financial audits to the state.
Charter Renewal Activities
Time

Charter Renewal and Revocation
RIDE’s Charter Performance Annual Reports inform the charter
renewal process, which occurs at least once every five years (the
maximum length of a charter’s term). During renewal, charters
are determined by RIDE to belong to one of four tiers, in which
a school 1) exceeds, 2) meets, 3) approaches, or 4) does not meet
expectations based on findings in the annual report. That
determination consequently informs the intensity of the agency’s
review.35 Regardless of tier, RIDE’s charter renewal process
includes data analysis and site visits and begins in year four of a
five-year charter. Figure 3 breaks down the charter review
timeline, which concludes with a vote from the Council to extend
a charter for the standard period of five years, issue a shorter
(typically three- or one-year) period of renewal, usually with
conditions attached, or else deny renewal altogether.36

Year Four

Year Five

Performance Review Activity
Renewal process identified based on
annual performance reports
Fall
Schedule tier-specific site visit
Share renewal application
Winter Release renewal application
Conduct school site visits
Spring
Complete renewal application
Draft renewal report with placeholder
Summer for year four data
Review draft renewal report
Finalize renewal report
Fall
Submit response to report
Present recommendation to Council
Winter
Vote on renewal decision

Responsible
RIDE
RIDE
RIDE
RIDE
RIDE
Charter
RIDE
Charter
RIDE
Charter
RIDE
Council

Note: activities occur earlier when a charter is issued for less than five years
Recreated from RIDE, Charter Performance Review System Handbook

27

Charter applications must also: include performance criteria that will be used to measure student learning; include an agreement to provide a yearly report to
parents, the community, the school committee and the commissioner, which indicates the progress made by the charter school in meeting the charter objectives; a
plan for the governance, administration, and operation, including means of ensuring accountability; identify the building that will house the charter school; describe
what support services will be provided; explain the procedures that will be followed to ensure health and safety; describe enrollment procedures; explain the student
discipline procedures; explain the relationship that will exist between the proposed charter school and its employees; provide a financial plan including a proposed
budget for the term of the charter; include a plan for identifying and serving students with disabilities, English language learners, students who are academically
behind, and gifted students; include a detailed start-up plan; and provide an explanation of any partnerships or contractual relationships central to the school’s
operation or mission. R.I. Gen Laws § 16-77.2-2; R.I. BOE Regulations, Chapter 20, Subchapter 5, Part 2 – Charter School Regulations.
28
R.I. BOE Regulations, Chapter 20, Subchapter 5, Part 2 – Charter School Regulations.
29
R.I. Gen. Laws § 16-77.3-3.
30
RIDE, Rhode Island’s Public Charter Schools.
31
SAT is not an acronym, but the long-form title of this assessment. U.S. Dept. of Education, Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA); RIDE, RICAS Assessments,
PSAT 10 and SAT School Day.
32
RIDE, Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA).
33
R.I. Gen Laws § 16-77.2-2.
34
RIDE, Charter School Performance Review System.
35
For instance, those charters exceeding expectations will experience a half-day site visit by two or three reviewers, those meeting expectations will host a fullday visit by three to five reviewers, and those approaching or not meeting expectations will host three to five reviewers for two to three days.
36
The process described here was first implemented in 2017. RIDE, Charter School Performance Review System; R.I. BOE Regulations, Chapter 20, Subchapter
5, Part 2 – Charter School Regulations.
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The Council does not have to wait for renewal to revoke a charter—it has within its authority to revoke a charter at any time for good
cause, which could include materially violating the provisions of the charter, failure to meet the educational objectives set forth in the
charter, lack of financial viability, and/or not demonstrating success in improving student achievement.37
In the 26 years since Rhode Island’s Charter Public School Act was signed into law, no school has ever undergone charter revocation
procedures and only one charter—ACE—has closed. The first charter school to establish itself in the state, ACE was a district charter
school, serving just under 200 students in grades 9-12. In December 2019, the Council voted to renew ACE’s charter on a limited, oneyear basis with conditions (until June 2021).38 In subsequent meetings, ACE’s Board of Directors evaluated the challenges facing the
school and concluded that closing the school was the best course of action. Consequently, the Board requested to end its charter term
early, in June 2021, and in March 2020 the Council voted to permit this request. Recommending this outcome to the Council,
Commissioner Angélica Infante-Green cited ACE’s failure to rectify organizational issues as well as the school’s persistently low student
performance levels.39
In addition to ACE, a small number of charter public schools have received limited charter renewals in consequence of performance,
financial, and/or organization issues: Times2 Academy, SouthSide Elementary, Beacon Charter High School, Highlander, and, most
recently, Trinity Academy for the Performing Arts (TAPA). The Council voted to renew TAPA’s charter for a three-year term with
conditions in December 2019, based on the recommendation of the Commissioner, who found that the school’s “academic results have
been mixed,” scoring well below the statewide average on standardized assessments in both ELA and mathematics, and not reliably
outperforming its sending districts. Finding particularly low levels of student achievement in math, the Council required as a condition
of charter renewal that TAPA submit to RIDE a comprehensive plan to address math achievement, including interim metrics and goals,
that June, and to follow up with evidence of interim results the following year.40
Student Enrollment
Rhode Island charter public schools are required to follow student enrollment protocols that are designed to ensure fair and equal access
to potential students. For one, if fewer students apply than seats are offered, all students must be admitted to the school. If, however,
more students apply than there are available seats, the school is required to conduct a random lottery to determine enrollment.41 Schools
must additionally compile a waiting list, in which the remaining applicants are ranked in the order in which their names were drawn.42
There are a few exceptions to this rule. First, lotteries may be weighted to prioritize certain types of students if such students are key to
the school fulfilling its statutory requirements and if RIDE has provided approval. For instance, if a charter expressly states that the
school will serve an educationally disadvantaged student body, the school may employ a weight for such students. 43 Charter public
schools also may adopt policies that exempt two specific populations from the lottery altogether. First, they may adopt sibling policies,
in which a child whose sibling is already enrolled in the charter may be enrolled without participating in a lottery.44 Second, charter
schools may permit the automatic enrollment of children with a parent or guardian who is either a teacher, founder, or staff member at
the school, so long as such students do not make up more than ten percent of total school enrollment.45
In one instance, a Rhode Island charter school was found to have employed enrollment procedures inconsistent with those required by
law. During its charter renewal process in 2017, RIDE discovered that Beacon Charter High School for the Arts—an independent charter
school based out of Woonsocket with enrollment exceeding 300 students—had a policy in place since 2014 that required applicants to
have passed eighth grade English and mathematics. In result, Beacon was required to remove this policy and was approved for a threeyear charter renewal, rather than the standard five-year renewal.46

37

Prior to beginning revocation procedures, the Commissioner must notify the charter school in writing, justifying their reasoning and providing the school with
“a reasonable length of time” to get into compliance. Moreover, at a revocation hearing, a charter school may be placed on probation for a specific time span,
during which the charter school must demonstrate improvement by meeting requirements laid out by the Commissioner. R.I. Gen. Laws § 16-77–5.1; R.I. BOE
Regulations, Chapter 20, Subchapter 5, Part 2 – Charter School Regulations.
38
Memo from Commissioner Angélica Infante-Green to Members of the Council of the Elementary and Secondary Education, re. Academy for Career Exploration
– Approval of Charter Renewal, December 17, 2019.
39
Memo from Commissioner Angélica Infante-Green to Members of the Council of the Elementary and Secondary Education, re. Approval of the Academy for
Career Exploration’s Request for Charter Amendment, March 3, 2020.
40
Memo from Commissioner Angélica Infante-Green to Members of the Council of the Elementary and Secondary Education, re. Trinity Academy for the
Performing Arts – Approval of Charter Renewal, December 17, 2019.
41
R.I. BOE Regulations, Chapter 20, Subchapter 5, Part 2 – Charter School Regulations.
42
RIDE, Lottery and Enrollment Guidance.
43
Under ESSA, educationally disadvantaged students are those who are economically disadvantaged, have disabilities, are migrants, have limited English
proficiency, are neglected or delinquent, and/or are homeless. Lottery weights for applicants’ race or gender are not permitted. Ibid.
44
Sibling is defined as “one of two or more individuals having one common parent.” Two children sharing the same guardian may be considered siblings but
children who live in the same household but do not share at least one legal guardian, such as cousins or step-siblings, do not qualify as siblings. Ibid.
45
Ibid.
46
Linda Borg, “Woonsocket Beach Charter school broke admission-lottery rule,” Providence Journal, November 6, 2017.
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III. School, Enrollment, and Demographic Characteristics
Having provided the historical context and legal framework surrounding charter public schools in the previous section, this section
reports what charter public schools in Rhode Island look like today, breaking down schools by host community, type, and enrollment,
while also discussing the demographic characteristics of charter public schools in comparison to both the state and the communities
where most of their students live.
Host Communities and Sending Districts
Figure 4 depicts Rhode Island’s 22 charter schools by the community in which they are located—their host community—as well as by
the communities from which they enroll students—their sending districts. It shows that Providence is the host community to
approximately half of the state’s charter schools, and that of Rhode Island’s 36 school districts, only ten serve as host communities to
charter public schools. Of those ten communities, four are among the state’s most urban and densely populated—Central Falls,
Providence, Pawtucket, and Woonsocket.47 The terms of a school’s individual charter dictate from which district, or districts, a charter
public school may derive its student body. As shown in Figure 4, six charter public schools have a single sending district, and for five
of those charters that district is Providence. Alternatively, six public charter schools enroll students residing in two or more districts and
ten accept applications from any student in the state.

Figure 4
Charter Public School Host Communities & Sending Districts
Charter Public School

Host Communities

Charette
Compass
Greene School
Highlander

Central Falls, Cumberland,
Lincoln
Providence
South Kingstown
West Greenwich
Providence, Warren

Sending Districts
Cranston, North Providence,
Providence, Warwick
Statewide
Central Falls, Pawtucket,
Providence
Central Falls, Cumberland,
Lincoln, Pawtucket
Providence
Statewide
Statewide
Statewide

Hope Academy

Providence

Providence, North Providence

International
Kingston Hill

Pawtucket
South Kingstown

Learning Community

Central Falls

New England Laborers
Nowell Leadership Academy
Nurses Institute
Paul Cuffee

Cranston, Providence
Providence
Providence
Providence

RISE Prep

Woonsocket

Segue Institute
SouthSide Elementary
Times2
Trinity Academy
Village Green

Central Falls
Providence
Providence
Providence
Providence

Statewide
Statewide
Central Falls, Pawtucket,
Providence
Statewide
Statewide
Statewide
Providence
Burrillville, North Smithfield,
Woonsocket
Central Falls
Providence
Providence
Providence
Statewide

Achievement First

Cranston, Providence

Beacon

Woonsocket

Blackstone Academy

Pawtucket

Blackstone Valley Prep

Source: RIDE, Rhode Island's Charter Public Schools

Figure 5, which depicts Rhode Island’s charter school student body by sending district, shows that Providence is the sending district for
nearly half—47.3 percent—of the state’s charter public school students. The Providence Public School District (PPSD) is also the largest
district in the state by far, accounting for 17.5 percent of Rhode Island public school students.48 The next two largest sending districts
for charter schools are Pawtucket (14.0 percent) and Central Falls (13.6 percent). Taken together, roughly three in four (74.9 percent)
of charter school students in the state reside in one of these three districts. Children residing in Cumberland, Woonsocket, Cranston, and
Lincoln each represent between 2.1 and 4.6 percent of charter school students in Rhode Island and together make up 14.6 percent of the
state’s charter school student body. The remaining 10.6 percent of charter school students come from one of 26 districts, none of which
47

Central Falls, Providence, and Pawtucket are respectively the first, second, and third most densely populated communities in Rhode Island. Woonsocket ranks
fifth, after North Providence. RIPEC, “An Introduction to Municipal Finance in Rhode Island,” April 2021.
48
RIDE, FY 2021 Funding Formula Calculation – State Share Calculations. Enrollment includes students attending charter schools and state-operated schools.
RIDE, Funding Formula Reference Guide, Spring 2018.
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are individually home to more than 2.0 percent of the state’s charter school students. No charter school students reside in Newport, Little
Compton, or New Shoreham.

Figure 6 depicts the ten districts with
the highest percentage of students
enrolled in charter schools as well as
the state average. It shows that while
PPSD is by far the largest sending
district in Rhode Island, it ranks
second in the state in terms of the
proportion of its student body that is
enrolled in a charter school (17.8
percent). Ranked first, about a third
(33.4 percent) of students residing in
Central Falls are enrolled in a charter
school. Of students residing in
Pawtucket, 13.8 percent attend a
charter school and 9.4 percent of
students residing in Cumberland are
enrolled in a charter school. Every
other district in the state falls below the
Rhode Island average of 7.4 percent in
this measure.

Enrollment
Enrollment in charter public schools has increased dramatically in recent years. While the number of charters issued in the state has
remained relatively constant since 2013, the number of seats available to students at charter schools has grown significantly. As Figure
7 shows, from FY 2011 to FY 2021, charter school enrollment expanded each year, ultimately increasing by 170.0 percent, from 3,920
to 10,585 over the ten-year period. Figure 6 additionally indicates that charter school enrollment has grown at a far faster pace than
public school enrollment overall. Between FY 2011 and FY 2021, public school enrollment expanded by only 2,036 (1.5 percent
increase). Consequently, charter school students, as a percentage of public school students, grew from 2.8 percent to 7.4 percent during
this same period.
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Applicants to Seats Ratio
While charter public school enrollment has grown significantly in the last decade, the number of seats offered has not kept pace with
demand. Figure 8 compares the vacant seats offered at charter schools to the total number of applicants and the total number of unique
applicants for the school years 2015-2016 through 2020-2021. In this period, the ratio of unique applicants to seats available has been
consistently high, ranging from 4.4 unique applicants per seat in 2015-2016 to 5.7 unique applicants per seat in 2019-2020. For the most
recent school year, there were 5.4 unique applicants for every available charter public school seat.
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Enrollment by School and Type
As previously described, charter school students in the state may
attend district, independent, or mayoral charters. Figure 9
breaks down charter public school enrollment by type, showing
that most charter schools in the state (17 of 22) are independent
charter schools. However, independent charter schools typically
have relatively low enrollment—only three have more than 500
students and the majority have fewer than 300 students.

Figure 9
Charter School Enrollment by School & Type, FY 2021

Type

District

At the other extreme are the state’s two largest charter public
schools, both mayoral academies. Blackstone Valley Prep
Mayoral Academy, which consists of six schools serving grades
K-12 in Cumberland and Lincoln, has by far the highest
enrollment of public charter schools in Rhode Island—its 2,150
students make up about one-fifth (20.3 percent) of all charter
public school students in the state. Between its five schools in
Cranston and Providence, Achievement First’s enrollment of
1,728 K-8 students amounts to 16.3 percent of charter public
school students in Rhode Island.
While only consisting of three schools, mayoral charters enroll
39.9 percent of all charter school students in the state, and over
a third of charter school students in the state attend one of just
two mayoral academies: Blackstone Valley Prep and
Achievement First. In consequence, and as Figure 10 depicts,
only a slight majority—52.9 percent—of Rhode Island’s charter
school students attend independent charter schools. The student
bodies of the state’s two district charters collectively make up
8.5 percent of charter school enrollment statewide.

Mayoral

Independent

Total Enrollment

School
New England Laborers
Times2
District Total
Achievement First
Blackstone Valley
RISE Prep
Mayoral Total
Beacon
Blackstone Academy
Charette
Compass School
Greene School
Highlander
Hope Academy
International
Kingston Hill
Learning Community
Nowell Leadership Academy
Nurses Institute
Paul Cuffee
Segue Institute
SouthSide Elementary
Trinity Academy
Village Green
Independent Total

FY 2021
Enrollment
169
726
895
1,728
2,150
343
4,221
390
350
168
216
199
632
252
384
250
582
158
271
813
233
143
204
224
5,469
10,585

Note: Enrollment figures are RADM from March 2020
Source: RIDE, Rhode Island's Charter Public Schools; FY 2021 Funding Formula
Calculations; RIPEC calculations
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Approval of Additional Charter Seats
In December 2020, the Council granted preliminary approval for the creation of three new charters, and approval to the expansion of
three existing charters. More recently, in May 2021, the three new charters received final approval by the Council.49 Assuming full
capacity as laid out in the charters’ proposals is reached, this expansion will increase the total number of charter public school seats in
the state by 595 in the 2021/2022 school year, increasing to an additional 5,781 seats by the 2031/2032 school year, amounting to a 55.1
percent increase over the current number of available seats.50
Figure 11 details the new charters and charter expansions by type, enrolling communities, grade levels, and new seats. It shows that this
expansion includes a particularly sizable number of seats for two mayoral academies: a new charter for the currently Boston-based Excel
Academy (2,186 seats) and expansion of Achievement First (2,365 seats), which will more than double its current enrollment, making
it the largest charter public school in the state.51 These expansions would occur over a period of ten years.
The remaining two new charter public schools—Nuestro Mundo and Providence Preparatory—are independent and will exclusively
enroll students residing in Providence. Nuestro Mundo will provide a dual-language program to a maximum of 414 students in grades
K-8 and Providence Preparatory will cap enrollment at 252 and has a mission to “prepare a diverse group of middle school students for
success in college-preparatory high schools.”52 Rhode Island Nurses Institute Middle College Charter High School, an existing school
seeking to increase capacity, is an independent charter school providing work-based opportunities to high school students in the medical
field and will nearly double its current cap of 271, for a total capacity of 499.53 Also an independent charter school, the Segue Institute
for Learning will add 120 seats and grades K-2 for students residing in Central Falls.54

Figure 11
New Charters and Charter Expansions with Preliminary or Final Approval

New Charters
Nuestro Mundo
Providence
Preparatory
Excel Academy*

FY 2022
Capacity/
Enrollment/
New Seats
New Seats

Type

Enrolling
Communities

Grade
Levels

Independent

Providence

K-8

138

414

Independent

Providence

5-8

126

252

Mayoral

Providence,
Central Falls,
North Providence

K-12

-

2,186

K-12

167

2,365

9-12
K-8

70
40
595

228
120
5,781

Charter Expansions
Achievement First
Rhode Island Nursing
Segue Institute
Total

Mayoral
Independent
Independent

Providence, North
Providence
Statewide
Central Falls

* Planned opening in FY 2023 with 166 seats. Full enrollment by FY 2031 (2,186 seats)
Source: Rhode Island Senate Fiscal Office Issue Brief, Charter Schools, March 5, 2021

The charter moratorium bill passed by the Rhode Island Senate and under consideration by the House of Representatives was introduced
in reaction to the preliminary approval of the three new charters and expansion of three existing charters described above. The legislation
would limit the creation of new charters, or expansion of existing charters, for the next three school years (2021/22 to 2023/24). The
49

Council on Elementary and Secondary Education, video of May 12, 2021 meeting. To receive final approval, each of the three proposed charters were required
to show that they had: filed articles of incorporation, established a governance structure, hired a qualified chief administrator, created a staffing plan that is consistent
with school design, identified an appropriate building for use, and developed a final charter. They additionally had to demonstrate interest in enrollment. Memo
from Commissioner Angélica Infante-Green to Members of the Council of the Elementary and Secondary Education, re. Excel Academy Rhode Island Proposal
for a New Charter – Request for Approval, May 12, 2021; Memo from Commissioner Angélica Infante-Green to Members of the Council of the Elementary and
Secondary Education, re. Providence Preperatory Charter School Proposal for a New Charter – Request for Approval, May 12, 2021.
50
R.I. Senate Fiscal Office, Issue Brief: Charter Schools, March 5, 2021.
51
Excel Academy Public Charter School Proposal, 2020; Achievement First Application for Expansion, 2020.
52
Nuestro Mundo Public Charter School Proposal, 2020; Providence Preparatory Public Charter School Proposal, 2020.
53
Rhode Island Nurses Institute Middle College Charter High School Application for Expansion, 2020.
54
Segue Institute for Learning Application for Expansion, 2020.
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legislation would further disallow any state funding for charters not approved before July 1, 2020, thereby retroactively reversing the
new charters and expansions approved most recently by the Council.55
Demographic Characteristics
On whole, the Ocean State’s charter public schools enroll a higher percentage of student groups for whom there historically have been
achievement gaps, including students of color and students with limited English proficiency (LEP).56 This difference is particularly wide
in terms of poverty level; in the 2018-2019 school year, 71.1 percent of charter public school students came from poor families, compared
to 47.8 percent of public school students overall.57 On the other hand, students in special education programs and students with
individualized education plans (IEPs) comprise another significantly sized group with historically low achievement levels, and they are
underrepresented in Rhode Island’s charter public schools as compared to the state’s traditional public schools.58
That Rhode Island’s charter schools enroll a higher proportion of students of color, students with LEP, or from poor families as compared
to the state overall is unsurprising since charter public school students live predominantly in communities with relatively high
proportions of students with these characteristics. However, it is noteworthy that the student body at Rhode Island’s two largest charter
public schools—Blackstone Valley Prep and Achievement First—is comprised of a greater proportion of students of color and lowincome students than their sending districts. Figures 12 and 13 display the demographic breakdown of Blackstone Valley Prep and
Achievement First as compared to their sending districts for the 2018-2019 school year.59 These figures show that difference is relatively
marginal regarding poverty level (within five percentage points) for both schools, but stark in terms of students who identify as white
(over 10 percentage point difference for Achievement First and over 20 percentage points for Blackstone Valley Prep). The share of
students with LEP at both schools is within a percentage point of their sending districts, though Achievement First has a higher
percentage of students with LEP than its sending districts and Blackstone Valley Prep has a smaller percentage. In both schools, students
with IEPs are underrepresented by more than seven percentage points when compared to their sending districts.

R.I. General Assembly Press Releases, Senate passes charter school moratorium, February 10, 2021; R.I. General Assembly Press Releases, Rep. O’Brien
introduces charter moratorium bill, March 2, 2021; R.I. Senate Fiscal Office, Issue Brief: Charter Schools, March 5, 2021; R.I. General Assembly, 2021 -- House
Bill 5193, 2021 -- Senate Bill 0093 Sub A as Amended.
56
In the 2019-2020 school year, 16 percent of charter public school students were multilingual learners, compared to 11 percent of Rhode Island public school
students. RI Kids Count, 2021 Factbook. In the 2018-2019 school year, 23 percent of charter public school students were white, whereas 56 percent of Rhode
Island public school students were white. U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Common Core of Data (CCD); RIDE, 2019
Funding Formula; RIPEC calculations.
57
RIDE, 2019 Funding Formula; RIPEC calculations. RIDE determines poverty status for use in the state funding formula. It is defined as “family income that is
at or below one hundred and eighty-five percent (185%) of federal poverty guidelines.” RIDE, Funding Formula Reference Guide, Spring 2018.
58
In the 2019-2020 school year, 13 percent of charter public school students received special education services, compared to 15 percent of Rhode Island students.
RI Kids Count, 2021 Factbook.
59
RIPEC determined sending district percentages as a weighted average, taking the proportion of students from each sending district to attend the charter public
school into account.
55
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IV. Fiscal Overview
This section discusses how Rhode Island’s charter public schools are funded and addresses a common question: what impact, if any,
does the state’s funding mechanisms have on both charter and traditional public school students? It does so by providing a brief literature
review before delving into an analysis of start-up, construction, transportation, and operational funding.
Literature Review
In terms of finance, education researchers have asked two primary questions about charter public schools in the United States. First,
how do charter public school expenditures compare to those of traditional public schools? This is relatively easy to answer and thus
there is not active debate around the conclusion that charter public schools, on whole, have lower per pupil expenditures.60
More complicated is the question of whether charter public schools have a negative fiscal impact on the traditional public school districts
where their students reside. The majority of studies conducted in the last decade have shown that charter public schools can negatively
impact the financial position of traditional public schools.61 Some of these studies have suggested that the primary issue is that traditional
public school systems typically lack the flexibility to adjust to shrinking or stagnant student populations. Pointing out that state laws and
regulations often work against fiscal flexibility—requiring, for example, maximum class sizes—researchers at the Brookings Institute
have also noted that school boards often defer costs under the assumption that enrollment will increase, and if it does not, a district may
find itself unable to afford “benefit escalations built into teacher contracts, or . . . other costs that past school boards deferred to the
present.”62 Ultimately, however, the impact of fiscal charter public schools on traditional public schools is highly dependent on funding
policy choices, and a study done in one state likely does not reflect the fiscal impact of charter public schools on traditional public
schools in another state. In a Massachusetts study from 2018, for instance, researchers found that increased charter school attendance
increased per pupil expenditures in sending districts. The study’s authors attributed this finding to the Bay State’s system of glidepath
funding—in which, the state reimburses districts for 100 percent of lost revenue the first year after a district student moves to a charter
public school and 25 percent in years two through six.63
Start-Up Funding
Under state law, charter public school leaders seeking start-up funding may apply for federal funds. If federal funds are unavailable or
fully expended, charter public school leaders may apply for interest free loans from the state that may not exceed $150,000 and which
must be repaid in equal monthly installments in no more than five years. 64 RIDE has been utilizing a federal grant of over $6 million
since 2017 and therefore no interest free state funds are currently offered. Federal grant funds must be disbursed by September 30, 2022,
and individual charter public schools may receive up to $800,000 for planning and implementation.65 Importantly, grant funds are
allocated as a reimbursement, so to get off the ground, school leaders must access bridge funding, typically in the form of private
donations from charitable and nonprofit organizations.66
School Construction
Local school construction costs in Rhode Island are partially subsidized by the state through the School Housing Aid Fund. For districts,
reimbursement is calculated based on the cost of the project and the life of the bonds issued, as well as student enrollment and the wealth
of a district as compared to that of the state in aggregate.67 Half of the districts in the state—18—qualify for a minimum reimbursement
rate of 35.0 percent, but districts with higher levels of poverty have far higher reimbursement rates, exceeding 80.0 percent in four

Barbara M. De Luca and R. Craig Wood, “The Charter School Movement in the United States: Financial and Achievement Evidence from Ohio,” Journal of
Education Finance vol. 41, no. 4 (Spring 2016): 438-450.
61
For instance: David Arsen and Yongmei Ni, “The Effects of Charter School Competition on District Resource Allocation,” Educational Administration Quarterly
vol 48, no. 1 (2012): 3-38; Robert Bifulco and Randall Reback, “Fiscal Impacts of Charter Schools: Lessons from New York,” Education Finance and Policy vol.
9, no 1 (2014): 86-107; Helen F. Ladd and John D. Singleton, “The Fiscal Externalities of Charter Schools: Evidence from North Carolina,” Working Paper, 2017;
David Lapp et. al, “The Fiscal Impact of Charter School Expansion: Calculations in Six Pennsylvania School Districts,” Research for Action, 2017; Jason B. Cook,
“The effect of charter competition on unionized district revenues and resource allocation,” Journal of Public Economics vol. 158 (2018): 48-62.
62
Robin Lake and Paul T. Hill, “School funds should follow students, not protect institutions,” Brookings Institute, May 17, 2018.
63
Camille Terrier, Stephen O’Connell, and Matthew Ridley, “How Does Charter Expansion Affect School District Finances and Student Achievement? New
Evidence from Massachusetts,” Education Next, September 2018.
64
R.I. Gen. Laws § 16-77.1-3.
65
No more than half of the grant may be spent on planning. To obtain funding, schools must have already received preliminary approval from the Council. The
stated purpose of the grant is to increase “the number of high-quality educational opportunities for Rhode Island’s educationally disadvantaged students.” RIDE
Charter School Office, “Rhode Island Charter Public Schools Charter School Program: Guidelines for Planning and Implementation Grants,” September 2020.
66
Ibid.
67
Wealth is measured using two factors: 1) the full revaluation of local property (as determined by the R.I. Dept. of Revenue), and 2) median family income (as
determined by the U.S. Census Bureau). R.I. House Fiscal Advisory Staff, Education Aid, 2019; R.I. Gen. Laws §§ 16-7-35 – 16-7-47.
60
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districts: Providence (81.0 percent), Pawtucket (84.0 percent),
Woonsocket (88.0 percent), and Central Falls (97.0 percent).68 In
contrast, independent and mayoral charter public schools qualify for
a reimbursement rate of 30.0 percent, regardless of the poverty level
of their sending districts. The state’s two district charter schools are
reimbursed at the same rate as their host district.69
Rhode Island voters approved a $250 million school housing bond
in November 2018, and that same year the General Assembly
enacted legislation to temporarily increase the reimbursement rate
for school construction projects at both traditional and charter
public schools, offering a bonus for certain projects that begin by
December 30, 2023 and are completed within five years. There are
bonuses for eight types of projects, including projects that increase
school safety and security, enhance educational programming, and
decrease overcrowding.70 In total, local education agencies (LEAs)
can aggregate these bonuses to qualify for a state share ratio
increase of up to 20.0 percent, so long as this bonus does not
increase or decrease either the local or state share by more than half.
Therefore, districts qualifying for the minimum state share ratio are
eligible for a maximum bonus of 17.5 percent (half of 35.0 percent)
and mayoral and independent charter schools have a 15.0 percent
bonus limit (half of 30.0 percent). On the other end of the spectrum,
districts with relatively high state share ratios cannot decrease their
local share by more than half. For example, Woonsocket’s state
share ratio is 88.0 percent, so its local share is 12.0 percent, and it
therefore qualifies for a bonus of no more than 6.0 percent.71
Detailing the maximum state share—the regular state share ratio
plus the bonus limit—for districts and independent and mayoral
charter public schools in FY 2021, Figure 14 shows that mayoral
and independent charter schools receive less state support for school
construction than districts overall and far less than high poverty
districts. Independent and mayoral charters are eligible for a total
reimbursement rate of 45.0 percent, while all district public schools
are eligible for at least 52.5 percent, and as much as 98.5 percent (in
the case of Central Falls).
For FY 2021, statewide construction aid entitlements are $79.0
million, with $5.1 million (6.5 percent) earmarked for charter public
schools72

Figure 14
FY 2021 Housing Aid State Share Ratios & Bonus Limit

Barrington
Burrillville
Central Falls
Coventry
Cranston
Cumberland
East Greenwich
East Providence
Forster
Glocester
Jamestown
Johnston
Lincoln
Little Compton
Middletown
Narragansett
Newport
New Shoreham
North Kingstown
North Providence
North Smithfield
Pawtucket
Portsmouth
Providence
Scituate
Smithfield
South Kingstown
Tiverton
Warwick
Westerly
West Warwick
Woonsocket
Bristol Warren
Exeter-West Greenwich
Chariho
Foster-Glocester
Mayoral & Independent
Charter Schools

State Share
Ratio
35.0%
56.0%
97.0%
43.0%
56.0%
37.0%
35.0%
52.0%
36.0%
35.0%
35.0%
36.0%
37.0%
35.0%
35.0%
35.0%
35.0%
35.0%
35.0%
53.0%
35.0%
84.0%
35.0%
81.0%
35.0%
35.0%
35.0%
35.0%
35.0%
35.0%
65.0%
88.0%
63.0%
61.0%
61.0%
49.0%

Bonus
Limit
17.5%
20.0%
1.5%
20.0%
20.0%
18.5%
17.5%
20.0%
18.0%
17.5%
17.5%
18.0%
18.5%
17.5%
17.5%
17.5%
17.5%
17.5%
17.5%
20.0%
17.5%
8.0%
17.5%
9.5%
17.5%
17.5%
17.5%
17.5%
17.5%
17.5%
17.5%
6.0%
17.5%
17.5%
17.5%
20.0%

Maximum
State Share
52.5%
76.0%
98.5%
63.0%
76.0%
55.5%
52.5%
72.0%
54.0%
52.5%
52.5%
54.0%
55.5%
52.5%
52.5%
52.5%
52.5%
52.5%
52.5%
73.0%
52.5%
92.0%
52.5%
90.5%
52.5%
52.5%
52.5%
52.5%
52.5%
52.5%
82.5%
94.0%
80.5%
78.5%
78.5%
69.0%

30.0%

15.0%

45.0%

Note: District charter schools qualify for the same rate as their host district
Source: RIDE, Housing Aid Reimbursement Forms and Instructions, FY 2022

Transportation
Charter public schools are not required to establish their own transportation systems. Rather, the sending district is required to provide
transportation to charter school students within an established school bus district and the costs associated with this service are charged
to, and paid for, by the receiving charter school.73 Districts are also required to provide transportation to students living in their district
who attend private schools, state public schools, and traditional public schools that have career and technical education (CTE) or special
education programs not found in the district. The state provides two types of categorical aid to districts to mitigate the excess costs
associated with transporting students to non-public and out-of-district schools that, in FY 2020, amounted to $7.7 million statewide.74
68

RIDE, FY 2021 Housing Aid Share Ratios.
R.I. House Fiscal Advisory Staff, Education Aid, 2019; R.I. Gen. Laws § 16-7-39.
70
Bonuses are also available for projects that address safety and health deficiencies, increase utilization, provide regional repairs and renovations, replace facilities
with a Facility Condition Index of 65 percent or higher, or consolidate existing school buildings. For each incentive, districts must spend 25.0 percent of project
costs or $500,000 on related items. RIDE, Housing Aid Reimbursement, Forms and Instructions, FY 2021.
71
Ibid.
72
Ibid; RIPEC calculations.
73
R.I. Senate Fiscal Office, Issue Brief: Charter Schools, March 5, 2021.
74
$4.6 million for Regional District Transportation categorical aid and $3.0 million in Non-Public Transportation categorical aid. R.I. House Fiscal Advisory Staff,
Education Aid, 2019; R.I. Gen. Laws § 16-21.1.
69
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Operational Funding
The means through which charter public schools’ operational costs are funded has undergone a number of changes in the last two
decades. When first established, charter public schools were paid tuition by the district in which they were located, but in 1999 the
General Assembly passed legislation to require sending districts to pay tuition to charters based on student enrollment.75 Districts paid
full tuition to charter public schools but the state provided districts with an additional 5.0 percent of the per pupil costs for each student
from a district attending a charter public school “for the purpose of assisting local school districts to undertake the indirect costs borne
by a district when its students attend a public charter school.”76
Direct State Aid
In 2010, the General Assembly for the first time adopted a state funding formula, effective FY 2012, which marked a significant change
in the funding of all LEAS—both charter and traditional public schools. Based on the idea that money should follow the student, the
funding formula was designed to assess the educational needs of public schools as well as the ability of districts to generate appropriate
revenues. The state share ratio consequently considers two factors—student enrollment and student poverty. Poverty is determined by
family income (at or below 185.0 percent of the federal poverty level) and stands as a proxy for the cost of additional student supports.
For charter public schools, direct state aid is determined by the sending districts of enrolled students and paid directly by the state to the
charter public school.77
The funding formula has markedly increased statewide funding of K-12 education. Proportionally, the state share of public school
revenues grew by over five percentage points between FY 2012 and FY 2017, from 35.0 percent to 40.5 percent.78 After accounting for
inflation, direct state aid to charter public schools increased by 88.1 percent between FY 2012 and FY 2019, while direct aid to all LEAs
grew by 18.5 percent in the same period.79 The particularly high increase in direct aid to charter public schools is due to a significant
upswing in charter public school enrollment; enrollment in charter public schools grew by 142.3 percent in this period, compared to an
enrollment increase across all LEAs of 1.5 percent.80 As poverty level factors into the funding formula and charter public schools have
a disproportionately high share of students from low-income families (71.1 percent in FY 2019, compared to the state average of 47.8
percent), charter schools received a total of 9.9 percent of direct state aid payments through the funding formula apportioned for the 6.7
percent of public school students attending charter public schools in FY 2019.81
Categorical Funding
While most state aid is disbursed directly through the funding formula, LEAs also receive categorical funding from the state that supports
certain services, higher-cost students, and other expenses.82 Specifically, and as detailed in Figure 15, the state provides categorical
funding for high-cost special education, CTE, early childhood, non-public transportation, regional district transportation, limited
regionalization, English language learners, and school resource officer support. Most of these funds were made available with the
implementation of the funding formula in FY 2012, but English language learners funding was implemented in FY 2017 and school
resource officer funding was implemented in FY 2019. No districts have been eligible for the limited regionalization bonus since FY
2013.83
In the case of high-cost special education funding, LEAs are only eligible to be reimbursed by the state for services if they exceed five
times the per pupil amount; LEAs receive no reimbursement for students whose special education services are high but do not meet that
threshold.84 Moreover, funds are reimbursed on a prorated basis, dependent on the extent to which funding is appropriated in the budget.
According to one estimate, LEAs would have required $15.5 million in additional funds in FY 2020 to fully cover eligible high-cost
special education.85
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R.I. House Fiscal Advisory Staff, Education Aid, 2019.
R.I. Gen. Laws § 16-77.1-2.
77
RIDE, Funding Formula Reference Guide, Spring 2018.
78
R.I. House Fiscal Advisory Staff, Education Aid, 2019.
79
R.I. House Fiscal Advisory Staff, Education Aid 2011-2019; U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, CPI; RIPEC calculations.
80
RIDE, Annual Per Pupil Expenditure Reports; RIPEC calculations.
81
RIDE, FY 2019 Funding Formula Calculations; RIPEC calculations.
82
In FY 2019, direct disbursements amounted to $946.3 million, compared to $29.0 million in categorical funding. R.I. House Fiscal Advisory Staff, Education
Aid, 2019.
83
R.I. House Fiscal Advisory Staff, Education Aid, 2019.
84
R.I. Gen. Laws, §16-7.2-6; R.I. House Fiscal Advisory Staff, Education Aid, 2019.
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In testimony before the Rhode Island Senate’s 2019 Special Legislative Task Force to Study Rhode Island’s Education Funding Formula, Timothy Duffy, the
Executive Director of the Rhode Island Association of School Committees, estimated that high-cost special education expenditures were approximately $20 million,
while the FY 2020 budget provided $4.5 million. R.I. Senate, Special Legislative Task Force to Study Rhode Island’s Education Funding Formula Findings and
Recommendations, January 28, 2020.
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Most categorical funding is either not relevant or unavailable to charter public schools. Charter public schools, for instance, are not
required to provide out-of-district, non-public transportation to students. However, charter public schools do receive additional funds to
cover high-cost special education and English language learners. Since a relatively high percentage of LEP students attend charters,
charter public schools received $413,197, or 8.3 percent, of the total $5.0 million available in categorical aid for English language
learners in FY 2020. The same year, charter public schools received $3,511, or 0.1 percent of the $4.5 million available, for high-cost
special education.86 As Figure 16 shows, very few students with need for high-cost special education attend charter public schools; while
7.4 percent of Rhode Island public school students were enrolled in charter public schools in FY 2021, only 1.4 percent of high-cost
special education students in the state were enrolled in charter public schools that same year.87

Figure 15
Categorical Funding

Program

Description

Dates

Available /
Relevant to
Charters

High Cost
Special
Education

The state assumes costs related to high
cost special education students when these FY 2012costs exceed five times the per pupil
Present
amount

Yes

Career and
Technical
Education

The state helps offset costs of initial
capital investments and operating costs of
career and technical education programs
and career pathways in critical and
emerging industries

No

Fiscal
Year

FY 2012Present

No

The state assumes costs of non-public outof-district transportation for districts
FY 2012participating in the statewide
Present
transportation system

2018
2019
2020
2021

No

The state provides resources to increase
Early Childhood
access to free prekindergarten programs
Non-Public
Transportation

FY 2012Present

Net federal sources of revenue, the state
and regional school district share equally
FY 2012the costs of transporting students within
Present
regional school districts
Limited two-year bonus for districts that
are already regionalized, or that
Limited
regionalize, in the amount of 2.0 percent
FY 2012Regionalization
of the state share of the funding formula
Present
Bonus
the first year and 1.0 percent the following
year
Regional
District
Transportation

English
Language
Learners

The state provides resources to support
intensive programs for English language
learners in the amount of 10.0 percent of
the core instruction amount, adjusted for
the state share ratio

Figure 16
Students Qualifying for High-Cost Special
Education Reimbursement, FY 2018-2021
Statewide
Charter
% in Charter
Total
School Total
Schools
639
581
655
583

2
1
1
8

0.3%
0.2%
0.2%
1.4%

Source: recreated from R.I. Senate Fiscal Office, Issue Brief:
Charter Schools, March 5, 2021

No

No

FY 2017Present

Yes

The state reimburses one-half of the cost
School Resource
FY 2019of employing a new school resource officer
Officer Support
FY 2022
at the middle- or high-school level

No

Source: R.I. Gen. Laws, § 16-7.2-6; RI House Fiscal Advisory Staff, Education Aid to Local
Governments, 2019

Termed “charter school density aid,” the state also provided categorical funding in depreciating amounts to districts in which at least
5.0 percent of students were enrolled in charter public schools between FY 2017 and FY 2019.88

86

RIDE, FY 2020 Revised Education Aid.
Ibid.
88
In FY 2017, qualifying districts received $175 per student enrolled in a charter, in FY 2018 this amount reduced to $100 per student, and in FY 2019 qualifying
districts received $50 per student. The state appropriation for this funding amounted to $1.5 million in FY 2017, $0.9 million in FY 2018, and $0.5 million in FY
2019. R.I. House Fiscal Advisory Staff, Education Aid, 2019.
87
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Local Share Contribution
Both charter school density aid and English language learner categorical funding were enacted by the 2016 General Assembly at the
recommendation of the Working Group to Review the Permanent Education Foundation Aid Formula, which formed in 2015. Created
through an executive order by Governor Gina Raimondo, the group was tasked with reviewing the effectiveness of the funding formula,
particularly as to whether it was “meeting the needs of all students and schools,” fairly funding all “school types,” and incorporating
“best practices in educational funding, efficiency, and innovation.” A major finding of the group was that the formula was not properly
accounting for certain high-cost programming borne by many traditional public school districts but not by charter public schools. For
instance, traditional public schools have unique costs associated with pre-school screening and services, CTE, and retiree health
expenses. In consequence of “verifiable differences in average expense profiles between traditional public schools and charter public
schools,” among the working group’s findings was that “funding formula revisions were warranted.”89
Following these recommendations, in 2016 the General Assembly adjusted the formula used to determine the local share of tuition
payments to charter public schools. Before these adjustments were made, charter tuition payments were equal to a district’s per pupil
contribution.90 Per pupil contributions are the local appropriation to education from property taxes—net debt service and capital project
expenditures—divided by student enrollment. Since FY 2017, districts have been able to hold back a portion of their per pupil
contribution from their charter tuition payments. The amount a district is able to hold back is dependent on that district’s so-called
“unique costs,” which include “non-public textbooks, transportation for non-public students, retiree health benefits, out-of-district
special-education tuition and transportation, services for students age eighteen (18) to twenty-one (21) years old, pre-school screening
and intervention, and career and technical education tuition and transportation costs, [and] debt service and rental costs.”91 Districts may
subtract from their per pupil contribution either of two options: (1) 7.0 percent of the total amount, or (2) the per pupil value of the
district’s unique costs minus the average expenses incurred by all charter schools for the same categories of expenses, whichever option
is higher. Districts that reduce their per pupil contribution by unique costs, rather than by the 7.0 percent flat rate, may further reduce
tuition payments made to mayoral academies, which do not participate in funding teacher’s pensions, in an amount “equal to the perpupil value of teacher retirement costs attributable to unfunded liability.”92
Depicting the equation described above, Figure 17 shows the amount of local share contribution that traditional public school districts
were able to hold back in FY 2021. Unadjusted, total per pupil contributions amounted to $57.3 million, of which, districts were able to
collectively hold back $5.1 million, or 8.9 percent. For most districts, the difference between their unique costs and charter public
schools’ average unique costs were not greater than 7.0 percent of their local per pupil contribution. Consequently, most districts were
able to hold back a total of 7.0 percent of their local per pupil expenditures from their tuition payments to charter public schools. Some
districts, however, were able to hold back a far higher percentage of funds, with three districts holding back approximately one-quarter
of the unadjusted amount: Woonsocket (25.8 percent), Foster-Glocester (25.0 percent), and Pawtucket (24.1 percent).
Figure 17 also indicates that not all unique costs are actually unique to public school districts. Charter public schools do not have unique
costs for non-public textbooks, non-public transportation, CTE out-of-district tuition, CTE out-of-district transportation, retiree health,
or PreK screening services and outreach. However, at least some charter schools have expenditures for special education out-of-district
tuition, special education out-of-district transportation, services for students between ages 18 and 21, and debt services, and every charter
public school has land and building rental costs. In consequence, 14 traditional public schools have lower unique costs than charter
public schools on average. Because the local share calculation is dependent on the average unique costs of all charter public schools in
the state, it is possible that a district may be eligible to hold back more than seven percent from its local share payment to a charter
public school with greater unique costs.93

Governor Gina Raimondo Executive Order 15-16, October 22, 2015; Funding Formula Working Group, “Recommendations for Improvement of Rhode Island’s
Permanent Foundation Education Aid Formula,” January 19, 2016.
90
R.I. Gen. Laws § 16-77.1-2.
91
R.I. Gen Laws § 16-7.2-5.
92
R.I. Gen Laws § 16-7.2-5.
93
RIDE, FY 2021 Local Tuition Supporting Calculations.
89
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Figure 17
Local Share Contribution, FY 2021
Option 1

Enrollment
Mayoral
Local Per
Unique Costs Adjustment Adjusted Mayoral
7% Local Per
Pupil
Local
Less Avg.
Ind. &
(Option 2
Rate
Pupil
Mayoral
Contribution
Share
Charter
District
only)
Contribution
Unique Costs
Barrington
(1)
Bristol-Warren
Burillville
Central Falls
Chariho
Coventry
Cranston
Cumberland
East Greenwich
East Providence
Exeter-West Greenwich(1)
Foster
Foster-Glocester(1)
Glocester
(1)
Jamestown
(1)
Johnston
Lincoln
Little Compton(2)
Middletown
Narragansett
New Shoreham(2)
Newport(1)(2)
North Kingstown
North Providence
North Smithfield
Pawtucket
Portsmouth
Providence
Scituate
Smithfield
South Kingstown
Tiverton
Warwick
West Warwick
Westerly
Woonsocket

$

13,421 $
11,684
8,559
3,388
12,764
9,825
8,900
8,759
13,886
8,739
15,581
12,595
12,016
12,091
17,385
11,146
12,422
19,566
12,144
20,788
36,764
12,273
13,392
8,828
11,416
2,923
14,219
4,570
14,938
12,825
17,551
13,125
13,940
8,698
16,919
2,520

940 $
818
599
237
893
688
623
613
972
612
1,091
882
841
846
1,217
780
870
1,370
850
1,455
2,573
859
937
618
799
205
995
320
1,046
898
1,229
919
976
609
1,184
176

Option 2

(136)
1,378
(265)
203
277
(278)
14
(434)
(266)
415
1,098
(1,137)
3,008
(922)
1,857
1,013
156
(228)
352
728
(955)
1,460
64
954
75
259
(539)
(6)
(283)
(231)
196
330
(221)
287
250
288

1,007

1,020
1,002
1,010
1,092

1,196
902
759

697

$ 12,482
10,306
7,960
3,151
11,870
9,137
8,277
8,146
12,914
8,127
14,483
11,714
9,008
11,245
15,528
10,133
11,552
18,197
11,294
19,332
34,191
10,813
12,455
7,874
10,617
2,664
13,224
4,250
13,892
11,927
16,322
12,207
12,964
8,089
15,735
2,232

9,299

13,436
8,006
14,518
9,041

9,617
6,972
1,905

1,535

Total

Total Local Contribution

Total Held Back

Unadjusted

Nominal

Adjusted

Percent

6
5
46
795
87
85
229
424
10
79
45
2
3
45
202
2
21
131
76
49
613
5
3,515
3
6
53
35
83
33
51
222

- $
80,526 $
74,892 $
5,634
58,420
51,530
6,890
54
855,900
796,000
59,900
641
4,865,168
4,524,836
340,332
1,110,468
1,032,690
77,778
835,125
776,666
58,459
143
3,310,800
3,079,044
231,756
62
4,256,874
3,958,893
297,981
138,860
129,140
9,720
3
716,598
666,436
50,162
701,145
651,735
49,410
24,032
18,016
6,016
52,155
46,584
5,571
501,570
455,985
45,585
21
2,770,106
2,576,199
193,907
24,288
22,588
1,700
436,548
405,972
30,576
1,754,352
1,631,547
122,805
76
1,341,856
1,128,296
213,560
19
776,288
721,948
54,340
865
4,320,194
3,280,857
1,039,337
71,095
66,118
4,977
1,495
22,895,700
21,293,001
1,602,699
44,814
41,677
3,137
2
102,600
95,418
7,182
930,203
865,089
65,114
459,375
427,245
32,130
24
1,491,580
1,387,169
104,411
2
304,430
283,120
21,310
1
879,788
818,203
61,585
240
1,164,240
863,904
300,336

7.0%
11.8%
7.0%
7.0%
7.0%
7.0%
7.0%
7.0%
7.0%
7.0%
7.0%

6,961

3,648 $ 57,275,098 $ 52,170,798 $ 5,104,300

8.9%

25.0%
10.7%
9.1%
7.0%
7.0%
7.0%

7.0%
15.9%
7.0%
24.1%
7.0%
7.0%
7.0%
7.0%
7.0%
7.0%
7.0%
7.0%
7.0%
25.8%

Note: Totals may not sum due to rounding
(1)
These districts qualify for the adjusted mayoral rate but only pay tuition on the adjusted local share as no students residing there attend a mayoral academy
(2)

These districts do not pay charter school tuition as no students residing there attend a charter public school

Source: RIDE, Local Share Supporting Calculations for FY 2021; FY 2021 Funding Formula Calculations; RIPEC calculations

While Figure 17 compares the local share contribution to charter
public schools across districts in FY 2021, Figures 18 and 19
focus on Rhode Island’s largest district, and the district where
most charter public school students live—PPSD—from the
2015-2016 school year to the 2019-2020 school year to highlight
the impact of local share contributions to the district’s budget
over time.
In the 2015-2016 school year, PPSD paid out $14.7 million in
tuition to charter public schools, amounting to 11.8 percent of all
local revenues for education. This figure grew to $20.3 million,
or 15.6 percent of local education revenues, in the 2019-2020
school year. As the percentage of local revenues going towards
charter tuition grew, the portion of students residing in PPSD
who the district was obligated to educate steadily decreased.
Consistently through this period, the share of PPSD’s local
education revenues dedicated to charter tuition payments was
lower than the share of its students who attended charter public

Figure 18
PPSD Tuition to Charters
2015-16 - 2019-20 ($ Millions)

School Year
2015-2016
2016-2017
2017-2018
2018-2019
2019-2020

$
$
$
$
$

Tuition to
Charters
14.7
16.3
17.4
18.9
20.3

Local
Tuition as %
Revenues
of Revenues
$
124.9
11.8%
$
124.9
13.0%
$
128.5
13.6%
$
128.5
14.7%
$
130.0
15.6%

Note: Revenues include state and city sources, not federal entitlements &
reimbursable grants
Source: PPSD 2019-2020 Budget Executive Summary, 2020-2021 Budget
Executive Summary
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schools; 12.9 percent of Providence students attended charter public schools in the 2015-2016 school year, and by 2019-2020 this figure
had reached 17.8 percent.

Per Pupil Expenditures
In terms of total operational funding, the per pupil expenditures of charter public schools are lower than those of traditional public
schools overall. Figure 20 shows per pupil expenditures of Rhode Island public charter schools in FY 2019 along with those of the state
overall and traditional public school districts. Per pupil expenditures are net of debt service and capital project expenditures, and include
all sources of funding: federal, state, local, and private donations. Spending $15,444 per pupil, per pupil expenditures for charter public
schools overall were 16.4 percent lower than Rhode Island’s overall per pupil expenditures of $17,983, and lower than every school
district in Rhode Island but Woonsocket, which had per pupil expenditures of $15,372. Importantly, charter public school per pupil
expenditures were significantly lower than those of Central Falls (by 24.2 percent) and Providence (by 22.9 percent), which have the
first and second highest percentage of resident students attending charter public schools in Rhode Island. In contrast, the three districts
with Rhode Island’s lowest per pupil expenditures—Woonsocket, Cumberland, and Pawtucket—respectively have the fifth, fourth, and
third highest percentage of students attending charter public schools in the state.
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V. Student Outcomes
This section explores the efficacy of charter public schools in terms of student outcomes. It begins with a brief literature review before
analyzing charter public school results on the RICAS and SAT as compared to both their sending districts and the state overall. Finally,
this section discusses how charter public schools fare on RIDE’s district accountability scale when compared to traditional public schools
overall, and the most predominant sending districts in particular.
Literature Review
Across the United States, how do the outcomes of charter public school students compare to those of their peers at traditional public
schools? A number of studies from the last decade have found that public charter schools are a net positive for student achievement.94
In a particularly comprehensive 2015 study of 41 urban areas and 22 states from the Center for Research on Education Outcomes
(CREDO) at Stanford University, researchers found that “urban charter schools in aggregate provide significantly higher levels of annual
growth in both reading and math compared to their [traditional public school] peers,” with particularly large gains for Black, Hispanic,
low-income, and special education students. However, the 2015 CREDO study also found that despite a net positive impact, some urban
communities did not appear to have effective charter public school programs, and in these, there was “distressingly large degrees” of
difference in the learning gains made by charter public school students in comparison to their traditional public school peers.95 Similarly,
a 2010 analysis of 36 charter middle schools from the National Center for Education Evaluation and Regional Assistance found wide
variance among the effectiveness of charter public schools at improving student achievement levels. While this study found a positive
correlation to students’ college readiness, in difference from the CREDO study, it also found that “charter schools are neither more nor
less successful than traditional public schools” in improving the assessment performance of their students.96 As the quality of charter
schools varies greatly across the country, there is no consensus among all researchers on this point.97
Researchers also have not reached consensus as to why charter public schools often produce superior student outcomes over traditional
public schools but have pointed to a few discrete causes. In one recent nationwide study that found steeper upward gains in achievement
for African American students who attended charter public schools, researchers pointed to “improved teaching and learning
environments” as root causes.98 Also homing in on learning environment, Columbia University Economics and Education professor
Sarah Cohodes has argued that “no excuses schools [that] emphasize high expectations for both academics and behavior” have been
shown to consistently produce “substantial beneficial effects for students.” “No excuses schools,” she moreover notes, tend to have
“longer school days and years, tutoring, and data-driven instruction.”99 Backing up Cohodes’ argument regarding extended school hours,
more than one study focused on learning losses associated with snow days have found strong correlation between the extended school
hours that are often part of a charter school education and student learning growth.100 Alternatively, in a case study on successful charter
schools around the United States, one researcher found that flexibility in staffing could play an important role, writing that the
“innovative scheduling and staffing programs” used by one charter public school to enable student and teacher collaboration across
subjects and grades “would not be possible at most regular public schools, which are bound by district and union contractual rules and
policies.”101
RICAS
The RICAS was first administered in the 2017-2018 school year and assesses students in grades three through eight in ELA/literature
and mathematics on an annual basis.102 Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the RICAS was not administered in the 2019-2020 school year,
and so the most recent available scores are from 2018-2019.
Figure 21 outlines district and charter public school outcomes on the 2018-2019 RICAS and shows that, on whole, charter public school
students significantly outperformed their district peers. Overall, 38.3 percent of all district students in the state achieved proficiency in
For example: Barbara M. De Luca and R. Craig Wood, “The Charter School Movement in the United States: Financial and Achievement Evidence from Ohio,”
Journal of Education Finance vol. 41, no. 4 Spring 2016): 438-450; Sarah Cohodes, “Charter Schools and the Achievement Gap,” The Future of Children (Winter
2018): 1-16; Jesse Margolis and Eli Groves, “A New Baseline: Progress in Newark’s District and Charter Schools from 2006 to 2018,” June 2019; Sarah Cohodes
and Sysan M. Dynarski, “Massachusetts charter cap holds back disadvantaged students,” Brookings Institute, September 2016.
95
Ibid.
96
Joshua D. Angrist et. al., “Stand and Deliver: Effects of Boston’s Charter High Schools on College Preparation, Entry, and Choice,” Journal of Labor Economics
vol. 34, no. 2 (2016): 275-318.
97
A 2006 analysis of 41 charter school achievement studies found disagreement regarding the outcomes of charter public school students as compared to traditional
public school students. Paul T. Hill et. al., “Charter School Achievement Studies,” Education Finance and Policy vol. 1, no. 1 (Winter 2006): 139-150. A 2016
review, on the other hand, found that ten of eleven academic studies determined that charter public schools have a positive but limited impact on student
performance. Brian P. Gill, “The Effect of Charter Schools on Students in Traditional Public Schools A Review of the Evidence,” Education Next, November 2,
2016.
98
M. Danish Shakeel and Paul E. Peterson, “Charter Schools Show Steeper Upward Trend in Student Achievement than District Schools,” Education Next, vol.
21, no. 1.
99
Sarah Cohodes, “Charter Schools and the Achievement Gap,” The Future of Children: Princeton-Brookings (Winter 2018).
100
David E. Marcotte and Benjamin Hansen, “Time for School?,” Education Next, vol. 10, no. 1.
101
Lance T. Izumi, “What Works: Inside Model Charter Schools,” Center on Innovation & Improvement, 2008.
102
RIDE, RICAS Assessments.
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ELA/literature, compared to 42.2 percent of charter
public school students, and in math charter public
school students posted proficiency rates of 38.3 percent,
nearly nine percentage points greater than the district
total of 29.4 percent. A few charter public schools
posted particularly high scores in both subject areas,
with RISE Prep and Kingston Hill Academy
respectively ranking first and third highest in
ELA/literature proficiency and second and first highest
in math proficiency in the state. Rhode Island’s two
largest charter public schools—Blackstone Valley Prep
and
Achievement
First—each
significantly
outperformed the state average. However, Figure 21
also illustrates that some charter public schools
underperformed Rhode Island public school students
overall and a few were among the lowest performing
LEAs in the state. Specifically, TAPA had the lowest
rate of math proficiency in Rhode Island, and the Segue
Institute ranked second lowest, and in ELA/literature
only Central Falls and Woonsocket posted lower
proficiency rates than Beacon and TAPA.
Considering that approximately four in five charter
public school students in Rhode Island reside in Central
Falls, Woonsocket, Providence, and Pawtucket—
among the lowest performing districts in the state—the
proficiency rate of charter public schools overall is even
more noteworthy. Figures 22 and 23 factor in this
element by comparing the RICAS proficiency level of
charter public schools to their sending districts.103 There
is stark difference in student proficiency between
several charters and their sending districts. Of note,
Blackstone Valley Prep and Achievement First
significantly outperformed their sending districts, with
Achievement First posting ELA/Lit proficiency rates
that were more than double that of its sending districts
(57.1 percent vs. 20.7 percent) and math proficiency
rates more than three times that of its sending districts
(54.0 percent vs. 14.2 percent). While most charter
public schools outperformed their sending districts, and
sometimes dramatically so, four underperformed their
sending districts in ELA/literacy and/or math: Beacon,
Segue, International, and TAPA.

Figure 21
2018-2019 RICAS Proficiency Rates

District
Barrington
Bristol Warren
Burrillville
Central Falls
Chariho
Coventry
Cranston
Cumberland
East Greenwich
East Providence
Exeter-West Greenwich
Foster
Foster-Glocester
Glocester
Jamestown
Johnston
Lincoln
Little Compton
Middletown
Narragansett
New Shoreham
Newport
North Kingstown
North Providence
North Smithfield
Pawtucket
Portsmouth
Providence
Scituate
Smithfield
South Kingstown
Tiverton
Warwick
West Warwick
Westerly
Woonsocket
District Total

Charter
Achievement First
Beacon Charter School
Blackstone Valley Prep
Highlander
International Charter
Kingston Hill Academy
Learning Community
Paul Cuffee
RISE Prep
Segue Institute For Learning
SouthSide Charter School
The Compass School
The Hope Academy
Trinity Academy
Charter Total
Rhode Island Total

ELA/Lit
Math
%
Students
%
Students
Proficienct
Tested
Proficienct
Tested
72.9%
1,556
64.6%
1,560
52.0%
1,470
41.8%
1,461
29.9%
1,025
16.9%
1,027
12.6%
1,149
7.9%
1,253
58.1%
1,352
46.8%
1,350
50.2%
2,077
34.4%
2,076
41.4%
4,670
27.9%
4,704
61.3%
2,062
55.0%
2,067
64.2%
1,199
54.1%
1,197
35.5%
2,333
28.2%
2,343
53.9%
702
47.2%
701
44.3%
134
31.6%
133
53.5%
482
29.1%
483
64.1%
281
55.4%
280
64.0%
311
60.5%
311
36.1%
1,484
25.2%
1,487
47.4%
1,455
47.4%
1,458
46.6%
163
45.4%
163
39.5%
977
32.6%
1,016
52.8%
538
42.3%
537
70.8%
48
42.3%
52
25.5%
867
20.4%
904
59.7%
1,649
50.7%
1,647
42.1%
1,611
27.5%
1,627
61.7%
754
50.3%
752
24.3%
4,393
17.8%
4,441
55.8%
1,005
45.1%
1,005
17.2%
10,523
11.9%
10,880
54.4%
564
40.0%
570
57.8%
1,121
40.8%
1,118
58.3%
1,333
50.0%
1,337
47.3%
785
40.8%
786
37.9%
3,839
26.5%
3,833
24.5%
1,594
17.1%
1,629
51.8%
1,221
38.0%
1,219
14.1%
2,774
11.9%
2,788
38.3%
59,501
29.4%
60,195
ELA/Lit
Math
%
Students
%
Students
Proficienct
Tested
Proficienct
Tested
57.1%
559
54.0%
559
14.5%
138
13.0%
139
48.8%
938
49.3%
938
29.0%
262
15.3%
262
31.8%
170
17.0%
171
71.3%
115
72.2%
115
41.7%
372
31.4%
373
27.8%
370
26.7%
371
76.0%
50
66.0%
50
24.9%
233
7.3%
233
26.7%
45
26.1%
46
63.6%
118
47.5%
118
29.2%
72
22.2%
72
15.3%
72
5.6%
71
42.2%
3,514
38.3%
3,518
38.5%

63,155

29.8%

63,856

Source: RIDE, Assessment Data Portal; RIPEC calculations

103

To calculate a sending district score, RIPEC applied a weighted average based on the total number of students from a sending district to attend a charter school.
RIPEC did not have access to sending district data by grade level, and therefore calculations do not account exclusively for students in the grades to which the
RICAS is administered.
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SAT
A college entrance examination administered across the
United States on a primarily voluntary basis, the SAT
tests mathematics and evidence-based reading and
writing (ERW) and is administered to all high school
juniors in Rhode Island. As with the RICAS, the 20192020 SAT was not administered due to the COVID-19
pandemic.104
Unlike the RICAS, charter public schools did not post
higher proficiency rates on the SAT when compared to
traditional public schools. Figure 24 outlines district
and charter public school outcomes on the 2018-2019
SAT and shows that districts significantly outperformed
charter public schools by nearly 15 percentage points on
both the ERW and math portions of the SAT.105
Figures 25 and 26 compare charter public schools’ SAT
proficiency rates to those of their sending districts, and
show mixed results; in ERW, five of ten charter public
schools outperformed their sending districts and in math
four of ten charter public schools outperformed their
sending districts. In both categories, Blackstone Valley
Prep (the state’s largest charter public school)
outperformed its sending districts by approximately
15.0 percentage points, and, in both subjects,
Highlander, Rhode Island Nurses, and Village Green
Virtual significantly underperformed their sending
districts.106

Figure 24
2018-2019 SAT Proficiency Rates
ERW
District
Barrington
Bristol Warren
Burrillville
Central Falls
Chariho
Coventry
Cranston
Cumberland
East Greenwich
East Providence
Exeter-West Greenwich
Foster-Glocester
Johnston
Lincoln
Middletown
Narragansett
New Shoreham
Newport
North Kingstown
North Providence
North Smithfield
Pawtucket
Portsmouth
Providence
Scituate
Smithfield
South Kingstown
Tiverton
Warwick
West Warwick
Westerly
Woonsocket
District Total

Charter
Beacon Charter
Blackstone Academy
Blackstone Valley Prep
Highlander
Paul Cuffee
Rhode Island Nurses
Nowell Leadership Academy
The Greene School
Trinity Academy
Village Green Virtual
Charter Total
Rhode Island Total

%
Proficient
88.5%
67.5%
56.8%
14.1%
70.0%
59.1%
49.1%
66.6%
84.6%
41.3%
73.0%
58.4%
42.0%
69.6%
59.1%
65.2%
69.2%
43.4%
81.7%
49.6%
69.2%
27.8%
74.4%
25.5%
67.8%
66.0%
75.5%
63.6%
50.7%
49.8%
58.8%
33.1%
51.8%

Math

Students
%
Tested
Proficient
314
77.2%
203
39.9%
183
36.6%
156
6.1%
237
53.2%
357
38.4%
774
23.8%
323
41.9%
162
75.9%
317
16.1%
126
59.5%
161
39.1%
224
20.3%
217
39.2%
149
37.6%
89
43.2%
13
30.8%
113
23.5%
345
61.4%
264
26.1%
120
55.0%
421
9.4%
238
56.3%
1,521
14.8%
90
45.6%
188
48.9%
212
63.2%
129
43.4%
625
25.2%
207
21.3%
182
42.6%
323
12.5%
8,983
32.7%

Students
Tested
312
203
183
163
237
354
772
322
162
316
126
161
222
217
149
88
13
115
345
264
120
425
238
1,513
90
188
212
129
622
207
183
321
8,972

ERW
Math
%
Students
%
Students
Proficient Tested
Proficient
Tested
55.1%
49
26.5%
49
22.5%
89
5.6%
89
52.4%
94
34.5%
84
17.2%
29
10.3%
29
42.9%
63
19.0%
63
20.3%
59
6.8%
59
*
13
*
12
64.3%
42
35.7%
42
34.4%
32
9.4%
32
21.6%
51
9.8%
51
37.3%
521
17.9%
510
50.5%

9,893

31.2%

9,880

* Proficiency rate was not released by RIDE due to low proficiency; as these data were not available, they were
not factored into the charter proficiency total
Source: RIDE, Assessment Data Portal; RIPEC calculations
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RIDE, PSAT 10 and SAT School Day.
Six of the ten charter public schools to post SAT scores in 2018-2019 also participated in the RICAS, but four—Rhode Island Nurses, the Greene School, Sheila
Skip Nowell, and Village Greene Virtual—only serve students at the high school level, and therefore do not participate in the RICAS. While comprising only about
two percent of charter public school students to take the test, the proficiency rate of Sheila Skip Nowell Leadership Academy—which exclusively serves parenting
and pregnant students—were not made publicly available due to low proficiency rates, and so were not factored into the charter total calculated by RIPEC.
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As with the RICAS, RIPEC calculated sending district scores by applying a weighted average based on the total number of students from a sending district to
attend a charter public school. RIPEC did not have access to sending district data by grade level, and therefore calculations do not account exclusively for high
school juniors. As no data for Sheila Skip Nowell Leadership academy were made available, it is excluded from Figures 26 and 27.
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School and District Accountability – RIDE Report Cards
As required by ESSA, every public school and district in the State of Rhode Island is annually assessed based on a consistent
framework.107 This framework is detailed in Figure 27. RIDE issues “report cards” to each school and district in the state, ranking each
on a one-to-five-star basis based on: achievement in ELA and math standardized testing, particularly in regard to student subgroups with
historically low proficiency rates; growth in ELA and math standardized testing; growth in English language proficiency among students
with LEP; graduation rate (applied to high schools, and districts with high schools only); and suspension and chronic absenteeism
rates.108 Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, no report cards were issued by RIDE for the 2019-2020 school year.

Figure 27
Rhode Island Accountability Rules Chart

Achievement: ELA
and Math (max. 8
points)

Growth:
ELA and Math
(max. 6 points)

6-8 points
(3-4 per subject)
5-6 points
(2-4 per subject)

4-6 points
(2-3 per subject)

Exceeds
English Language
Expectations,
Graduation
Proficiency (max. Absenteeism, &
Rate
4 points)
Suspension (max. (max. 5 points)
15 points)

3-4 points

12-15 points

2 points

10-11 points

7-11 total points
5-6 total points
2 points

1 point

4-5 points

# of LowPerforming
Subgroups

Star Rating

None

★★★★★

1 subgroup

★★★★

2+ subgroups

★★★

7-9 points

3 points

5-6 points

2 points

★★

1 points

★

2 points

Source: RIDE, School and District Accountability

Generally, those districts in which large percentages of students are enrolled in charter public schools have low star ratings; in Central
Falls, no school received more than two stars, nine-in-ten Woonsocket schools received two or fewer stars, more than three-quarters of
Providence schools received two or fewer stars, and in Pawtucket half of all schools received one or two stars. Some charters also
received low marks. Notably, of the 34 one-star schools in the state, three were charter public schools: Village Green Virtual, Sheila
Skip Nowell Leadership Academy, and Beacon Charter.109 On the other hand, of the 22 five-star schools in the state, two were charter
public schools: Kingston Hill Academy and RISE Preparatory Institute. Regarding the largest charter public schools in the state, two of
Achievement First’s schools received four stars and its remaining school received three stars, while Blackstone Valley Prep had one
two-star school, four three-star schools, and one four-star school.
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U.S. Dept. of Education, Every Student Succeeds Act.
RIDE, Rhode Island School Accountability & Report Cards, Frequently Asked Questions.
109
Beacon Charter is comprised of two schools—one of which received a two-star ranking and the other a one-star ranking. The other two charters are comprised
of a single school.
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VI. RIPEC Comments
In the last quarter century, charter public schools have established themselves as an important and growing part of Rhode Island’s public
elementary and secondary education system. Particularly in the last decade, charter public school enrollment has grown dramatically,
from 2.8 percent of public school students in FY 2011 to 7.4 percent in FY 2021. In some, particularly urban, districts, moreover,
charters have a far greater presence than in the state overall—about a third (33.4 percent) of students residing in Central Falls. and almost
a fifth (17.8 percent) of students residing in Providence, are enrolled in charter schools. Despite a dramatic growth in enrollment in the
last ten years, the number of available charter public school seats has not kept a pace with demand; for the 2020-2021 school year, there
were 5.4 unique applicants for every available charter public school seat in Rhode Island. In December 2020, the Council granted
preliminary approval for the creation of three new charters, and approval for the expansion of three existing charters, and in May 2021,
the three new charters received final approval. Together these new charters and expansions will increase the total number of charter
public school seats by 55.1 percent over the next decade.
Compared to Rhode Island’s public schools overall, charter public schools enroll a higher percentage of key student groups characterized
by persistent achievement gaps, including students of color, LEP students, and students from low-income families. This difference is
particularly wide with respect to poverty; 71.1 percent of charter school students were from poor families in the 2018-2019 school year,
compared to 47.8 percent of public school students overall. This is unsurprising given that about three in four (74.9 percent) charter
school students in the state reside in Providence (47.3 percent), Pawtucket (14.0 percent), or Central Falls (13.6 percent)—all three are
among the highest in the state in terms of level of poverty. Rhode Island’s two biggest charter public schools, Blackstone Valley Prep
and Achievement First—which together educate over a third (36.6 percent) of the state’s public charter schools students—both have
higher percentages of poor students, and students of color, than their sending districts. On the other hand, smaller percentages of students
with IEPs are enrolled in charter public schools when compared to public schools overall.
Based on standardized testing, on whole, charter public school students outperform their sending districts. On the 2018-2019 RICAS,
38.3 percent of all district students in the state achieved proficiency in ELA/literature, compared to 42.2 percent of charter public school
students. In math, charter public school students posted proficiency rates of 38.3 percent, nearly nine percentage points greater than the
district student total of 29.4 percent. Considering that approximately four in five charter public school students in Rhode Island reside
in Central Falls, Woonsocket, Providence, and Pawtucket—among the lowest performing districts in the state—the proficiency rate of
charter public schools overall is even more remarkable. Of particular note, Blackstone Valley Prep and Achievement First significantly
outperformed their sending districts, with Achievement First posting ELA/literature proficiency rates that were more than double that
of its sending districts (57.1 percent vs. 20.7 percent) and math proficiency rates more than three times that of its sending districts (54.0
percent vs. 14.2 percent). Based on SAT results, charter school student outcomes are more mixed at the high school level. On the 20182019 SAT, charters on average were outperformed by the district average in both math and ERW, and charter performance in relation
to their sending districts varied, with around half of charter public schools outperforming their sending districts and the other half
underperforming. Blackstone Valley Prep (the state’s largest charter public school) outperformed its sending districts by approximately
15.0 percentage points in both subject areas of the SAT.
Similarly, Rhode Island charter public schools overall outperform schools in their sending districts with respect to RIDE’s accountability
report cards. Those districts with large percentages of students enrolled in charter public schools have low star ratings; in Central Falls,
no school received more than two stars, nine-in-ten Woonsocket schools received two or fewer stars, more than three-quarters of
Providence schools received two or fewer stars, and in Pawtucket half of all schools received one or two stars. In contrast, the largest
charter public schools in the state posted higher star ratings: two of Achievement First’s schools received four stars and its remaining
school received three stars, while Blackstone Valley Prep had one two-star school, four three-star schools, and one four-star school.
Despite the general success of Rhode Island charter public schools in producing superior educational outcomes, particularly in relation
to their sending districts, the history of charter schools in Rhode Island has been marked by resistance to charter school expansion,
including a six-year moratorium on charter school expansion from 2004 to 2010, and legislation currently pending to impose a threeyear moratorium and reverse recent approvals of three new charter schools and the expansion of three existing charter schools.
The fight over charter expansion has typically centered on funding issues, specifically the fiscal impact to sending districts. Working
under the principle that money should follow the student, Rhode Island’s funding system requires sending districts to provide their local
per pupil share to charter schools for each resident student enrolled in a charter. For each charter school student, sending districts also
lose the state per pupil share, which is allocated by the state to the charter school. Over time, the General Assembly has responded to
this loss of funding by allowing sending districts to hold back a portion of their local share to account for so-called unique costs (only
some of which are actually unique to districts) and, in the case of students attending mayoral academies, for teacher pension obligations.
As a result, all districts withhold at least 7.0 percent of their local share from their charter tuition payments and some districts withhold
greater proportions, as high as 25.8 percent in the case of Woonsocket in FY 2021. In total, 8.9 percent of local per pupil contributions
in the state were held back in FY 2021.
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From this analysis, RIPEC offers several recommendations to policymakers.
First, the state should support new charter public schools and the expansion of existing charters, particularly charter schools focused on
serving students who reside in low-performing school districts. Rhode Island charter public schools overall have better educational
outcomes for public school students. On whole, public charter schools in Rhode Island have been able to accomplish that which our
public school system has rarely been able to achieve despite generous public investment—that is, producing high educational outcomes
for students of color, students with LEP, and students from poor families. The huge unmet demand by families seeking placement for
their children in charter public schools is a testament to these results. Rhode Island policymakers need to build on this success by
supporting the expansion of high quality charter public schools, rather than supporting moratoriums or retroactively reversing charter
expansion.
While Rhode Island charter public schools overall are high performing as compared to district schools overall and to their respective
sending districts, there are several charter schools that have, for years, consistently demonstrated low levels of student proficiency in
relation to the sending districts of their students and the state overall, and also have low ratings on RIDE’s accountability system. While,
in recent years, one charter public school voluntarily closed in response to RIDE’s decision to limit and place conditions around its
charter renewal, RIDE has never denied a charter renewal or revoked a school’s charter. Despite the considerable oversight of charter
schools, there is room for RIDE to exercise more rigorous action to either improve these low-performing schools through significant
conditions around student supports and performance or revoke their charters.
At the same time, policymakers should work to better understand the reasons for successful outcomes in charter public schools and seek
to replicate these practices in traditional public schools. While this transfer of successful innovation from charter schools to traditional
schools was the original promise of the charter school movement, this promise has rarely been fulfilled. Remarkably, after many years
of experience with charter schools, there appears to be little research available to inform how they produce superior educational outcomes
than traditional schools for the same demographic groups. And, in Rhode Island, efforts to use charter school experiences to inform the
reform of traditional schools have been limited.
Charter school expansion does implicate real financial issues for sending districts under the school funding formula. While in theory
educational costs should be proportionate to the number of students to be educated, as a practical matter, it is challenging for school
districts, given their complexity and their regulatory and labor constraints, to reduce costs quickly to take account of enrollment reduction
or stagnation. The answer to this problem is not to cut farther into the local share for charter public schools; these schools already make
do with less despite disproportionately serving low-income students—their per pupil expenditures in FY 2019 were 16.4 percent lower
than the state average and lower than every district in the state but Woonsocket. Moreover, charter public schools are eligible for fewer
dollars in school construction aid than any district in the state. Rather, policymakers should consider adopting glidepath payments to
sending districts, similar to the model used in Massachusetts, to account for the transitional financial challenges charter public school
expansion can have on traditional public schools. While such glidepath payments would result in greater overall per pupil expenditures
for charter students on a temporary basis, there is currently considerable additional funding available for K-12 education under the
federal American Rescue Plan Act to finance these payments and at least account for charter school growth over the next few years.
A secondary issue related to funding—that high-cost special education costs are borne more heavily by district schools than charter
public schools—also should be addressed. Currently, state categorical funding for high-cost special education only covers costs
associated with students for whom a district expends five times the per pupil amount, and due to underfunding, it does so incompletely.
To alleviate districts of some of the additional costs that are associated with special education services, policymakers should consider
both lowering the threshold for reimbursement and dedicating a larger funding stream to high-cost special education.
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