Charter Schools in Hempstead, 2023-2024

The Hempstead Public Schools have made significant and meaningful changes that have improved the
culture of the schools, the instructional programs, and the outcomes for students attending its schools.
In short, all schools in the Hempstead UFSD are rated by New York State as schools in good standing and
more than 85% of students attending the public schools are graduating with a high school diploma.
Charter school expense growth threatens the continuation of this improvement and needs to be
addressed by changes in the growth of tuition, possible caps on enrollment or increases in aid attached
to the growth in charter expenses.

It should be kept in mind that at no time does the district object to either the existence of charter
schools or to the fact that they offer an alternative educational experience to families and children of
the Hempstead UFSD. The thrust of this narrative is directed at the impact of the cost on the local
school district’s ahility to maintain local programs and support for its students. The two should be
working as partners in educating the children of this community not adversaries competing for
resources to maintain the integrity of their respective programs.

There are four charter schools that serve the children residing in the Hempstead Public School District.
Two are in the district and two in neighboring communities. Two years ago, in the 2021-2022 school
year enrollment in charter schools was 2790 students, 31% of the student population. The tuition paid
directly to the charter schools for each student for the 2021-2022 school year was $21,120. The
districtwide expense for that year was $58.9 million which represented more than 23% of a $247 million
budget.

For the 2023-2024 school year enrollment has jumped to 3093 students representing 35% of the school
age population. Tuition has increased to $24,505 for a total expense of $75.8 million or 25% of a $299
million budget. Over that two-year period charter enrollment increased by 13%, tuition increased by
16% and the total cost increased by 29%. This continuing growth has at least two serious effects on the
school district.

The first is the declining ahility to provide a full range of services to the children remaining in the district.
There is a disproportionate percent of high-cost students remaining in the district schools. Of the
students remaining in the district more than 90% require one or a combination of reading and/or math
support, English Language Learner services or Special Education. Therefore, the thumbnail calculation of
the cost per pupil when charter school expenses are removed from the budget appears sufficient but
does not accurately portray the actual per pupil expenditures of non-charter students. This creates a
hardship in providing those students their appropriate and in some cases mandated services while
concurrently reducing opportunities for students connected to regular class programs. At the very least
this condition in the schools has been connected to reductions in staff and services. Only in the past



three years as foundation aid increased significantly have the staff and services been returned. As
foundation aid growth is reduced, the pressure on the district to continue its support of students in
need will rise. Growth in charter school costs continually outpace growth in the revenue needed to
support these schools and consequently needs to be addressed within the state budget.

The second, and equally concerning, is the division in the community between those who send their
children to the charters and those who send their children to the district schools. It begins with a very
real distrust, and in many cases real antipathy, between the leadership of the Charter schools and the
leadership, both administrative and board, of the school district. The divergence in opinion has its roots
in the role the state plays in approving the charters, approving expansion of the charters, setting tuition
rates, and funding the Charter schools. If charter school costs were better funded or controlled by the
state, the local conflicts would not exist.

Hempstead is not unigue but may be the first among smaller districts to experience the impact of
charter schools when charter school expenses exceed 10 to 15% of total general fund expenditures
(TGFE) and the student population of charters exceeds 10 or 15% of the public-school enrollment. It
would appear at this time that for Hempstead and for other Districts similarly situated that there is an
inverse relationship between size and wealth of the district and the fiscal impact on the district. The
smaller and poorer the district the greater the impact. At the very least, it may be time to rethink the
way in which charter schools in smaller and poorer districts are funded by the state.

Attached to this narrative is a chart that provides information about the 34 school districts with charter
populations of 2% or more and have a growing number of charter students. Each of these districts is
eligible for transition aid that is connected to the growth in the charter school population. New York city
is not included in this chart since it is its own chartering authority. As you can see in the chart,
Hempstead is unique and is the most seriously impacted school district in New York State. Only one
other district, Utica, is poorer than Hempstead but Hempstead has the highest charter school tuition. In
addition, Hempstead at 35% has the highest percent of charter school students, and at 25% the highest
percent of general fund expenditures dedicated to charter school costs. The data provided in this chart
again supports the need for Hempstead to be provided some kind of financial relief for the ever-growing
proportion of charter school students and expense.

Are there remedies that can address immediately the impact of charter school expenses on the school
district budget? Yes, there are a variety of ways in which relief can be provided to Hempstead and other
school districts with similar fiscal problems. These include adjustments to the way in which charter
school tuition is calculated, caps or thresholds on the number or percent of students for which a district
is responsible and finally modifications to state aid formulas.

Charter School Tuition Calculation



The attached Chart shows how Charter school tuition varies, sometimes significantly within regions, by
school district. In other words, charter school tuition is different in each district that sends children to
charter schools. So, a charter school that receives students from four different school districts is paid a
tuition rate that is different for each school district. A student’s tuition attending the Academy Charter
school who lives in Hempstead is $24,505 while the tuition for his classmate who lives in Roosevelt is
$18,964. Although the state sets the formula for all districts the results are different for each district.
Essentially the starting point is the prior year’s tuition, and the growth factor is the average percent
increase of three prior years of a subset of total general fund expenditures (TGFE) called the approved
operating expenses (AOE). The calculation of this subset is in statute and includes charter school
expense. The result has been a consistent annual growth in recent years of between 8 and 9%.

Further exacerbating the situation is the fact that the poorest district on Long Island, Hempstead has the
highest tuition rate. This raises a number of questions. Why should the Hempstead community pay
almost $6000 more per student than a neighboring school district? What is the tuition rate that the
various charter schools need to operate? Could this difference be viewed as an incentive to have
charter schools push families to use a Hempstead address? Whatever the answers to these questions,
on the face of it, the varying tuition rates for different students attending the same school that have
nothing to do with the expenses of the charter school makes no sense and should be addressed by the
governor and legislature. Although many are witness to the problem, it is only the legislature and the
governor who can do something about it.

While not perfect, there are two remedies that may be considered both of which are simple to understand
and to implement. The first references the calculation of charter school tuition and second an average of
charter school tuition rates.

» If charter school tuition payments were removed from the calculation of approved operating
expense (AOE) only for the purpose of developing a new per student charter school tuition, the
year over year growth of tuition would be modified and come in line with the budget increases of
other instructionally related expenses.

® Asecond alternative or companion piece would be to limit the tuition to no more than that of
the state average for school districts with two or more percent of their school population
attending charter schools. These are the school districts eligible for charter school transition aid
listed on the attached chart. For every district there is a different tuition rate. If the calculated
rate were less than the state average than that could be the tuition paid but for all other
districts the tuition would not exceed the state average.

Caps



Caps are a simple to understand and effective means for managing and controlling fiscal growth. They
were introduced during the Cuomo administration as a means for controlling the growth of property
taxes and indirectly the overall general fund expenditures of school districts. Since that time school
district managed instructional and personnel costs have been adjusted and are growing at a pace
commensurate with the cap on the tax levy. One exception is charter school tuition. Tuition growth is
and continues to be two and three times the growth of other instructional costs.

Caps could be applied in at least two different ways, either of which or both could bring the growth of
charter cost growth to be more consistent with the growth of other expenses within the budget. The
two different ways to introduce caps to the discussion of charter costs are:

1) A cap similar or identical to the tax levy cap could be applied to tuition growth. This would
limit the year over year change 1o be at the cost of living or 2%, whichever is lower.

2) Another form of capping could be assigned to the overall percent of students attending or
the overall charter expense as a percent of the total general fund expenditures. In either
case the charter school cost would be limited or if the state allowed it to be exceeded could
be picked up by the state. This would limit the liability of the district hopefully at a number
that would not interfere with the district to provide all the needed services to students
remaining in the public schools.

State Aid

State aid is the means by which the state partners with local school districts in educating the children of
this state. Aid to districts is generally calculated on the basis of a student count and a district’s wealth
and need. In New York there is a direct relationship between size and aid, such that the more students
the higher the aid. When it comes to factors associated with wealth and need the relationship is
inverse, such that the poorer districts and those that serve high numbers of the neediest students
should receive larger portions of state aid. Charter school students are included directly in two state aid
packages, foundation and transition aid.

The first, Foundation Aid, includes charter school students in the count of district children for aid
calculation and in addition each student’s needs are weighted the same whether attending a public or
charter school. What was not contemplated at the time of the formula development was the impact on
the ability of a district to provide required services when, as is the case in Hempstead, the percent of
students attending charters and the overall cost in relation to total expenditures exceeds 15%. Although
no formal research has been done on the subject it is clear that at or near the 15% threshold the ability
of the district to provide for high-cost services to underperforming reading and math students, to
English language learners and to special education students begins to erode. The impactis felt in the
regular instructional programs with larger class sizes, reductions in security staff, reductions in



counseling, reductions in needed administrative and supervisory support staff and the reduction or
elimination of art and music, to name a few. The point is that while charter school growth may go on
unimpeded its impact on the district and the community needs to be considered in foundation aid.

There are two simple ways in which modifications to foundation aid could be made to help Hempstead
and other districts similarly situated.

e One is to simply provide a weighting for the number of resident students in a district above a
specified percent of the total public-school enroliment. For example, in Hempstead all students
above 15% could be weighted at 1.5. This would mean with 35% of its students attending
charter schools Hempstead would have 20% (the difference between 15 and 35%) of its pupils
count as 1.5 when multiplied by the Selected Foundation Aid/Pupil to generate additional
foundation aid and support for the Hempstead public schools.

o The otheris to introduce another needs category along with poverty and English Language
Learners for a district with a high percent of charter students that can be used to increase the
amount to be paid in Selected Foundation aid per student.

The second aid category, Transition Aid, is based on the growth of the charter school enrollment and
disappears when growth ceases. It is well intentioned and a welcome supplement to foundation aid. Aid
within this formula increases as the percent of charter school students increases. For the three prior
years, year over year increases generate aid per pupil. One year out the increased number of pupils is
aided per student at 80% of that year’s tuition. Two years out the aid ratio drops to 60%, in year three it
drops to 20% and in year four and beyond the aid is zero.

Transition aid does not address the long-term problem of the impact of charter cost growth on the
ability of a district like Hempstead to sustain required services for needy students. In fact, it does the
reverse. It is built on the assumption that the fiscal impact declines over time when in fact the fiscal
problems only increase with time, especially when that population rises to the level of about 15% or
mare of students and/or total general fund expenditures. The remedy could be a supplemental aid that
replaces Transition Aid for districts severely impacted by the cost of charter schools.

Some form of supplemental fiscal impact aid needs to be considered. This aid could borrow the concept
in transition aid of varying the aid with varying student thresholds. in other words, instead of varying
the aid on the basis of year over year change, base the aid on the percent of students served by charter
schools. When the number reaches 5% of the population let the aid be 20% of that years charter tuition
paid per pupil for the number in excess of that 5%, when that number reaches 10% of the school
population let the aid rise to 60% of charter tuition for each child above that 10%, and when it reaches
15% and above let the ratio rise to 80% of charter tuition for each child above that 15%. This takes the



Transition aid concepts and applies it somewhat differently to solve a long-term problem that addresses
impact of charters on total expenditures long after transition aid disappears.

In smaller, poorer, and very state aid dependent districts, large charter school enrollments have a very
real impact on the ability of the district to provide needed services to children remaining in the district
schools. Modifying one or both of the two aid packages would go a long way to increasing the role of the
State in funding the charter school students while reducing significantly the damaging fiscal impact on
those districts. As we often hear, follow the money. In this case it is follow the money and the source of
the money. The State and the local District are partners in the education of charter students, as they are
with the children attending district schools. However, the charter schools should be viewed as an
extension or collaborator of the local schools not its competitor. Introducing these alternate aids and
increasing the aid to these poorer schools will go a long way to having this perception become a reality.

Hempstead is living with a tragedy in the making. Hempstead and other New York school districts are
feeling the impact of what appears to be the unintended consequences of the means by which charter
schools are funded. The poorest school districts with the neediest populations are those most adversely
affected. It is time to reexamine the funding and aiding of the charter school enterprise and for the long
term provide for the maintenance of instructional integrity in both charter and public schools. There are
at least three ways to remedy the situation, modifying the calculation of tuition, introducing caps on
fiscal growth or increasing state aid for those districts most adversely affected. Any oneora
combination of these remedies will go a long way to solving the problems of the states long term
commitment to both charters and public systems. It is time to act.



Chart 1: Student and Financial Variables
For NY School Districts with 2% or more

Of their Students Attending Charter Schools
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