
 
   
 
 
 
       
March 5, 2015 
 
Dear Staff, 
 
We appreciate the letter you sent the Board regarding the Governor’s proposed legislation.  We 
hope to meet with you in the near future to discuss this in person, but also wanted to provide a 
written response to the points raised in your letter as well as the reactions and perceptions that 
individual staff members have expressed to us privately about our Board’s support of this bill. 
 
We appreciate your first paragraph in which staff expressed its appreciation for the opportunity to 
work at the school.  The Board, too, is glad to have so many talented staff members.  We are so 
pleased with our staff that we want them to become our employees, which would allow us to 
provide a compensation package that we believe the majority of our staff will find more competitive 
in most (but not all) areas as compared to what FCPS currently provides.   
 
Despite the misinterpretations of some, our support for being allowed to have our own employees is 
not rooted in an effort to replace our existing staff.  This effort isn’t something that we are “doing 
to” staff but something we are “doing for” staff.  While we fully anticipate that some of our staff 
may not wish to become a part of our organization, our Board’s goal is to be the employer of choice 
in Frederick County for teachers and other support staff.  We think this will be made clearer when 
we provide the outlines of our projected compensation package, and hope that staff will wait to 
receive a description of the salary, benefits, and working conditions we would like to be in a position 
to offer, instead of rejecting the idea of being our employees outright, having never seen what we 
had in mind. 
 
In the second paragraph, staff stated correctly that they are FCPS employees and entitled to certain 
rights per their arrangement with their current employer.  The Frederick Classical Charter School, 
Inc. supports many of these items, including health and dental care, a pension, a fair evaluation 
process, tuition assistance, cost-of-living increases, and the ability to take courses from the Maryland 
State Department of Education.  On other points, such as tenure and basing salaries solely on 
coursework and years of service, we are philosophically opposed.  With regard to collective 
bargaining, we support the right of employees to collectively bargain, but regard the choice to 
unionize as a symptom of bad management.  Unions aren’t needed if employees are treated well.  
We hope to provide an environment where management and employees work together for the 
common good of children, and don’t feel the need to engage in unionization.  The Board’s view is 
that public school unionization had led to an us-versus-them climate and has introduced an 
unnecessary amount of politics into public education.  We’d like to keep union politics out of 
education and focus simply on educating kids and creating a great work environment. 
 
The current law requires that charter schools borrow employees from the local district.  To illustrate 
why this doesn’t make sense for a school that is supposed to have independence, consider the 
following situation.  Imagine that a public school teacher in Alleghany County Public Schools 



applies to a public school in Garrett County with a mission and vision that she really likes.  The 
Principal offers the teacher a job, and the teacher says, “I’d love to accept the job, but just have one 
condition.  I want to remain an employee of the Allegany County Public Schools while working at 
your school.”  Of course, this makes no sense.  Allegany County Public Schools are a separate entity 
from the Garrett County Public Schools.  How could the Garrett County public school manage 
employees that aren’t its own? Such as situation doesn’t make sense, but in Maryland that is exactly 
what charter school Boards are supposed to do.  We have all of the responsibility for running an 
innovative program, but none of the authority to do so. 
 
We feel it is important to address a popular misunderstanding at this point in our response.  
Contrary to a popular misunderstanding, the fact that charter schools are independent doesn’t make 
them private schools.  The very concept of a charter school is a public school that is managed 
independently by a non-profit that has real legal authority over the employees and operations at the 
school.  The fact that charters are independently run doesn’t change the fact that charter schools are 
funded with public money and held accountable for public goals. 
 
In the third paragraph, staff stated that “Frederick County Public Schools have very stringent set of 
standards for their teachers”.  Regardless of whether one agrees with that statement, part of the 
promise of charter schools is that they are given the autonomy to have their own staff and set their 
own standards.   Autonomy over the school’s operations isn’t merely an option for charters, but is 
the very definition of what a charter school is.  Without autonomy in this area, our school is a 
charter school in name only, which is one reason why our current law has consistently been regarded 
as one of the worst in the nation.  Indeed, we were disqualified from a grant application because our 
state requires teacher certification. 
 
As you know, the current requirement that teachers be certified is not supported by the research 
evidence to date, which runs back approximately 40 years.  As a school that was started to follow 
research-based best practices in both curriculum and operations, we are unable to do so in the area 
of hiring.  Bureaucratic restrictions such as teacher certification that are unsupported by research are 
why charter schools were created in the first place.  We hope you can understand why being forced 
to follow a practice unsupported by decades of evidence runs counter to the mission and vision of a 
school that was founded to follow solid research.  This does not mean, however, that our school 
would exercise a preference for uncertified teachers.  We simply want the option to hire the best 
candidates regardless of certification status.  While we have outstanding staff now, we weren’t able 
to consider all potential candidates, and may not be so lucky in the future. 
 
In the fifth and sixth paragraphs, the letter mentions that staff can meet to discuss instruction, has 
the FCPS Educator Effectiveness Academy, Education that Is Multicultural, the Salient 5 initiative 
and other professional development and collaboration opportunities.  Our school has already spent 
over $200,000 in providing its own opportunities for staff that are specific to being in a classical 
school, and would continue to provide opportunities for staff if we were allowed to be 
independently run.  Staff would, of course, still be given opportunities to discuss instruction if we 
became an independent school.  (We are not aware of any public or private schools that don’t 
provide these opportunities for their staff.)  We are not in agreement that the training sessions 
provided by FCPS are based in research or support the mission of the school.  In the event that 
FCPS did offer training that was useful and relevant to our mission, we could simply buy back this 
training at cost from the school system or contract directly with the providers of the training. 
 



We understand among some staff there is a concern that they would be “cut off” from FCPS’ 
resources and would not be able to do their job effectively without them.  We respectfully disagree 
on that point, with one caveat.  First, in terms of the disagreement, most charter schools around the 
country function well without relying on the local district.  A charter school that relied on the local 
district would typically be seen as lacking capacity.  We believe that the high caliber teachers at our 
school are just as capable as charter school teachers around the nation, and can be successful 
without relying on the local district’s databases of lesson plans, training, and other resources that are 
not necessarily applicable to our school. 
 
Second, the caveat to this is special education services, which we plan to buy back from the FCPS 
even in the event that the Governor’s bill passes.  Special education needs can run the gamut from 
relatively common needs to high cost/low frequency needs that can be difficult for a charter school 
to manage.  Though there certainly are charter schools that do this successfully, at this time it isn’t a 
challenge we want to take on.  At this point, the Board regards our approximately $1,300 per child 
(or $416,000 total) annual buy back of special education services as a sort of insurance policy against 
the unpredictable special needs our school may face.  Though we currently receive less in services 
than we pay into the system, this could change in the future, and at this point the Board has 
accepted this arrangement. 
 
In paragraph seven, staff mentions an evaluation system that the Frederick County Public Schools 
currently uses.  Charter schools should have the right to develop an evaluation system that is tailored 
to their mission and vision.  The current law requires teachers at our school to be evaluated using 
instruments that the Board has not approved or even seen.  This is a highly unusual situation among 
charter schools.  Our Board may wish to weight various factors higher or lower than the current 
system does, or provide a career ladder based on teacher evaluations, just as Washington County, 
MD does.  Indeed, some of the provisions that are already a part of other Maryland counties’ public 
school evaluation systems are not available for us to use at our charter school.  For example, 
Wicomico County allows Principals to observe teachers unannounced, but Frederick County does 
not.  Just as each countywide system within Maryland has the ability to manage its own evaluation 
system for its staff, our school should have the ability to have its own evaluation system. 
 
In paragraph eight, staff mentions the “rights and privileges” that are provided to FCPS employees.  
Employees at our school would also have rights and privileges.  Some teachers may prefer what we 
plan to offer to what other employers offer.  Some may not.  We support the right of teachers to 
choose the employer who best meets their needs.  We hope that our staff will find working for 
Frederick Classical Charter School, Inc. a better option than the alternatives.  The choice that the 
Governor’s bill would offer is simply a change in employers, just as staff today could choose to work 
at the Montgomery County Public Schools instead of the Frederick County Public Schools.  We 
hope our staff sees it in this light, and does not accept the overheated rhetoric from the union that 
even allowing such a choice would somehow be an assault on teachers, unions, or public education 
generally.  
 
In terms of rights, our Board has a fundamental right to have our own employees.  We also have a 
right to fulfill the mission and vision of our school, which does include staffing autonomy.  Our 
contract with the Frederick County Public Schools includes a clause where both FCPS and the 
FCCS, Inc. acknowledged that we wanted greater autonomy in staffing, and that we would be able to 
have greater autonomy if the law changed to allow it. Though some staff members may not have 



read this provision of our contract, during our startup phase and throughout our public presentation 
for many years, we have made no secret of our need to be independent. 
 
We also know that there are many teachers who would prefer to work in the kind of environment 
that would help us to best fulfill our mission and vision.  (Mr. Neumark is married to one!)  We 
believe this should be an option for all teachers in Maryland.  Staff who value autonomy should have 
the right to work in charter schools that also value autonomy.  Staff who prefer the traditional 
school system should have the right to work within that system.  Surely, there is room within 
Frederick County for a single charter school that values autonomy.  In most states, all of the charters 
take the kind of autonomy that we are seeking for granted.  We hope that, even if some of our staff 
members don’t prefer working for an independent charter school themselves, that they will support 
the rights of other teachers and other staff to exercise their preferences. 
 
We understand that the Governor’s bill has caused consternation among our staff.  FCCS staff 
members, parent volunteers, and consultants have reported to the Board that instructional time has 
been lost over this issue.  We have also spoken to staff members who were not entirely comfortable 
signing the letter but did so anyway.  We hope that no more instructional time will be lost, and that 
staff members won’t feel pressure to demonstrate “solidarity” by signing statements that they are 
not entirely comfortable with. 
 
As is often the case, a lot of the opposition to charter school autonomy comes from the teacher’s 
union.  From our perspective, the union is a business.  They are in the business of labor 
representation.  It is in their self-interest as an institution to persuade teachers that management will 
not treat employees fairly without a union.  It has been our experience that the union is highly 
successful in making emotional appeals to teachers, stoking fears, and convincing staff that the sky 
will fall if Maryland’s charter law is improved to be a mainstream law. We have also seen inaccurate 
information being posted from some staff members on Facebook, such as the false idea that the 
pension will be lost under the Governor’s bill—it specifically guarantees it—or the false idea that 
staff won’t be able to collectively bargain—the bill specifically guarantees that as well.   We hope our 
staff will see past emotional appeals and inaccurate information, and take time to read the bill.   
 
We very much wish Maryland had a good charter law in place prior to our school starting.  Having 
the possibility of transitioning to a new employer is an unusual circumstance, and we do sympathize 
with staff that this occurred at the time that it did.  However, our Board believes that this is a great 
opportunity for staff and for our charter school.  We emphasize that any change wouldn’t even be 
able to happen until 2017, in the fifth year of our charter’s operation.  Should the Governor’s bill 
pass, we will have several years to work with staff to plan our transition to being a truly independent 
charter school, and we look forward to the possibility of doing so. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
Tom Neumark 
Ginger Mortellaro 
Sue Middleton 
Jim Voss 
Michele Clune 
Tara Dodson 


