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State Strategies in Education: We need more public school choice, 
not less  
 
In January, I posed the question "Can we do better?" 
about burdensome energy prices and competition in 
the electricity marketplace. Since then, my office 
helped end the National Grid “billing adjustment” 
that disincentivized switching to a less expensive 
supplier. I am also working to promote municipal 
efficiencies and a better climate for small business. 

But nowhere is it more essential to strive to do better 
than in our public schools. Transforming Rhode 
Island's public education system has to be based on 
more than just incremental improvements year over 
year – we must think bigger and act bolder to prepare 
our students for an increasingly competitive 
economy. 

Traditional district schools generally have not 
improved enough to meet the needs of the families they serve. Parents know this better than 
anyone, and are flocking toward public schools of choice. Until district schools change, 
waiting lists for the mayoral academies and independent charters will continue to grow. 

The defenders of the status quo, including teachers unions and many local school committees 
and superintendents, are doing their best to protect the monopoly they have long enjoyed. 
They are pushing legislation that would kill public school choice in Rhode Island -- although 
a highly respected Stanford University study found public charters have a greater positive 
impact in this state than in any other. Harassing public charter schools may be convenient for 
entrenched special interests, but it’s a disaster for our state. We need more choice, not less. 

Recently negotiated school contracts have done little to adjust the traditional model to better 
serve families. Learning time hasn’t been meaningfully extended. Compensation structures 



are still too rigid to reward a 21st-century professional workforce. Legacy costs remain too 
high, drawing vital resources from the classroom. 

There’s a lot our district systems can learn from what’s working in our public charters. And 
there’s much that charters can learn from the thousands of smart, hard-working teachers in 
our district schools. Likewise, it makes sense to revisit Rhode Island’s five-year-old school 
funding formula to make our funding system fairer and less contentious. District schools 
shouldn’t be burdened with a disproportionate expense of high-cost special education 
students, and charters shouldn’t be handicapped by having to pay for their buildings when 
traditional districts don’t bear those costs. 

What makes no sense is how status quo protectors are using the funding formula discussion 
as a ploy to attempt to destroy Rhode Island’s schools of choice. More alarming is the false 
information being used to persuade state legislators and local officials that revisiting the 
funding formula and killing the mayoral academies are somehow one and the same. 

There’s no evidence that public school choice is causing the fiscal collapse of any of our 
school districts. Since the competition of the mayoral academy was introduced, Cumberland 
district schools have improved student performance and run surpluses. Local property taxes 
have not spiked. The same is true in Lincoln – and will be true in North Smithfield, 
Burrillville and Woonsocket, the sending districts for the new RISE Prep Mayoral Academy. 

Shamefully, those who favor the status quo are putting up roadblocks to stop the healthy 
competition that, over time, can boost achievement in all public schools. In June, the North 
Smithfield school-affiliated unions and local political opportunists began an effort to unseat 
Town Administrator Paulette Hamilton through a recall because of her support for RISE 
Prep. It failed. 

Separately, the Woonsocket Teachers Guild and a City Council majority filed suit against 
Hamilton and the Rhode Island Department of Education, hoping to stop RISE Prep from 
opening this month to more than 50 kindergarteners in Woonsocket, where the high school 
graduation rate is 58 percent. 

The judge dismissed the union from the case. But there is no telling how far this effort to 
stop public school choice will go. 

I believe a great Rhode Island economy depends on great public schools. I believe a system 
of great public schools must include schools of choice. I believe we can do better. 

What do you believe? Is providing our families with options important? Your answer will be 
critical for the future of Rhode Island. 

Daniel J. McKee, a Democrat, is the lieutenant governor of Rhode Island and board 
chairman of Rhode Island Mayoral Academies. 

 
This piece was originally published in The Providence Journal and is reprinted with 
permission. 
 
 
 


