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Charter advocates wait on 

School Board decision on Patrick Henry

By Phil Wilayto

If a group of Richmond parents and supporters has its way, the now-vacant building that once housed Patrick Henry Elementary School in South Richmond will be reborn next July as the Patrick Henry School of Science and Arts.

And it would be a charter school – that is, part of the Richmond Public School system, but operating independently under its own board.

The question is, would that be a good thing?

Richard Day thinks it would be great. The South Richmond father of two school-aged children, who now attend private school, is president of the Patrick Henry School Initiative (PHSI). In October, the organization formally applied to the Richmond School Board to operate a K-5 charter school in the 85-year-old building that sits at the intersection of Forest Hill and Semmes avenues.

PHSI’s Web site (www.patrickhenrycharter.org) states that the organization is “comprised of approximately 300 members of our community (and growing).”

Day clarified that claim Dec. 18 in an interview with  the Defender.

“We have a core group of probably 15 to 18,” he said, “but about 300 people have signed statements or sent e-mails saying they are in favor of it. That includes the mayor.”

Richmond Mayor L. Douglas Wilder?

“Yes, he’s given us a letter,” Day said.

If approved, the new Patrick Henry would be an innovative school, based on a curriculum that stresses the visual arts, music and sciences and uses the next-door Forest Hill Park as a kind of outdoor classroom. The school building would also be renovated to be more environmentally friendly, Day said.

Sending children to the school would require some commitment from parents, who would be bound by contract to devote a certain amount of time per year at the school. Also, the school would operate on a year-round schedule in which weeks of instruction days would alternate with weeks of no school.

Day agreed that those last two elements could prove challenging to working parents, but he said his organization was working to address possible concerns. For one thing, he said, the Initiative would like to establish on-site child-care to cover the time after the school day but before working parents can pick up their children. 

“Maybe not in the first year,” he said, “but hopefully by the second.”

 It could be spring before PHSI finds out if its charter idea is a go. According to state law, the School Board has up to six months to respond to the charter request. 

“Basically, the ball is still in their court,” Day said.

School Board member Carol Wolf told the Defender that Day had spoken before the board’s Facilities Committee meeting on Dec. 11, but “didn’t really push” the charter school aspect.

“He talked about the school being a ‘green building,’” she said. “I was very pleased by that.

“I don’t know why the system as it exists right now can’t accommodate this kind of effort,” Wolf said. “I don’t know why we can’t become flexible enough without becoming a charter school. ... If the system really wants parental involvement and not be hit by one charter application after another, we have to be able to to be flexible.”

School Board Chairman George P. Braxton says the school system more than welcomes the involvement of parents, but he thinks it would be difficult in a regular neighborhood school “to have a group of parents present and control the curriculum. ... That runs into the question of precisely why there are charter schools, to allow something that may be different from the norm.”

While charter schools operate outside School Board control, they still draw from the school budget. Wolf said that wasn’t a problem for her.

“I don’t see [charters] as a conspiracy to take money from the school system,” she said, “but as a loud statement that unless the system can accommodate true school participation, we’re in trouble.”

Even so, Wolf said, “I’m not inclined to have a charter school that can replicate something we are already attempting to do. But the way to deal with this is not to just oppose charter schools, but to find a way to channel that energy into the existing system.”

As for his general attitude toward charter schools, Braxton expressed a pragmatic view.

“Charter schools to me are like restaurants,” he said. “There are some really good ones out there and some that are not so good. So the trick is, if you’re going to eat out, be sure and make the best investment possible.”

As appealing as the vision for a new, green-renovated, parent-involved Patrick Henry may be, one aspect of the Initiative’s efforts may be troubling for defenders of public schools: on its Web site, the PHSI lists among its supporters the Lexington Institute, which it lauds for grant-writing assistance and “planning support.”

A recent pro-charter article on the Patrick Henry School Initiative in Brick magazine (published by Media General, the parent company of the Richmond Times-Dispatch), described Lexington as an “education think tank based in Arlington.” 

That’s true, as far as it goes. But more to the point, Lexington is one of a national network of state-based, neoconservative organizations that produce mountains of papers promoting a wide neocon agenda. Issues of concern listed on Lexington’s Web site include Defense, Homeland Security, Military Logistics, Naval Strike Forum, Cuba and Immigration, in addition to education.

Between 1998 and 2005, the think tank has received at least 32 grants totaling more than $1.27 million from various conservative foundations. (See www.mediatransparency.org.)

Since Jan. 1, 2001, it has received at least four grants totaling $596,650 from the right-wing Smith Richardson Foundation, all related to military analysis. Smith Richardson has been in the forefront of neocon voices urging hostility against Iran. 

On the issue of education, Lexington’s agenda isn’t saving public schools so much as promoting school vouchers, a program that critics complain siphons off public tax dollars from already underfunded public schools to fund private, for-profit educational institutions.

President Day was asked about the Lexington connection.

“The previous [PHSI] president is the one who has the relationship with [Lexington Executive Vice President] Don Soifer,” Day said. “I’m actually not for vouchers.

“But what I will tell you,” he said,” is that I do believe, like most people, I would like the Richmond Public Schools to be successful. How someone defines success differs from person to person, but I don’t think that leaving the city or going voucher is the best answer.

“Instead, create a public school and show how  it can be successful. A charter school is a public school, but run privately. It’s still required to be compliant with the [Virginia Standard of Learning] standards. It would be open to every single student in the city, drawn by lottery, absolutely democratic. Families who make $100,000 would have the same chance as someone who is low-income.”

So if the goal is to be innovative, why not just start a private school, Day was asked.

“It would be financially prohibitive,” he said. “We’re not a professional group, we’re a group of volunteers. We would have to build an entire organization. I don’t even know all of what is involved in opening a private school.”

If the PHSI is successful, the new Patrick Henry would be just the fourth charter school in Virginia, and the first in Richmond. 

A previous but ultimately unsuccessful attempt to start a Richmond charter – also in the Patrick Henry building — was made by Park Place School of Norfolk, a private, religiously-based institution with ties to the Rev. Pat Robertson’s Regent University.

In an interview for Richmond’s now-defunct City Edition newspaper, Park Place Director of Development Michelle Schultz told this reporter that it was Mayor Wilder who had encouraged her to submit a charter application to the Richmond School Board.

Schultz said Wilder told her he had first read about Park Place in a brochure published by the Lexington Institute.

