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The Broward School
Board voted to pay $108
million to charter schools
by 2027 — about $67 mil-
lion of an original debt
and about $41 million
from interest accrued.
The payment plan fixes

an issue that had put the
Broward school district in
trouble with state officials
but creates a budgetary
dilemma that could affect
employees. The board on
on Tuesday decided to
delay that conversation for
a week.
The school district’s debt

with charter schools, which
are financed by taxpayers
but managed by private
entities, stems from a vot-
er-approved referendum
that the school district
pushed in 2018.
At the time, Broward

County voters agreed to
raise their property taxes
over the next four years to
increase compensation for
teachers and other em-
ployees and improve
school safety, among oth-
er initiatives. The school
district used most of the
money, and only shared
about $4.6 million of the
$453.6 million generated
with 21 charter schools
with an enrollment of at

least 900 students.
Last fall, some of the

charter schools sued the
district over the money,
arguing a 2019 state law
mandated the district to
share the money with all
charter schools. In late
March, the Florida De-
partment of Education
ordered the school district
to settle the disagreement.
In April, the School

Board members approved
a payment plan, and on
Tuesday, they green-light-
ed the details of that
agreement. The $67 mil-
lion will come from a
referendum approved in
2022 and the interest will
come from the district’s

general fund. The $41
million in interest stems
from a 12% interest com-
pounded annually.
Debra Hixon, the

board’s vice chair, crit-
icized the high interest.
“There’s no negotiation

here,” she said. “We were
forced to just take it on
the chin.”
She and another board

member, Allen Zeman,
also raised concerns about
what the budget impact
would be on district em-
ployees because if refer-
endum funds go toward
the debt, there will be less
for paying teachers, school
security and resource
officers and mental health

counselors.
Superintendent Howard

Hepburn said they would
discuss those details at
next Tuesday’s board

workshop.
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Debra Hixon, the Broward County School Board’s vice
chair, criticized the high interest rate in the payment:
‘There’s no negotiation here. We were forced to just take
it on the chin.’

select the schools to close;
Foganholi didn’t explain
his reasoning.

HOW WILL SCHOOLS
BE PICKED FOR
CLOSURE?
In the district’s first

attempt, Licata and his
Cabinet decided which
schools to impact and then
presented the ideas to the
community in town halls.
Hepburn is going a

different route.
He wants to create com-

mittees of students, par-
ents, staff and other stake-
holders in July and Au-
gust. Then he will train
those committee members
and send them out to
speak to communities in
September and October.
Each committee will

have a list of potential
schools that could be
closed or changed. That
way, each community will
come up with a few ideas
on how to solve their own
issues and name at least

one school to close there.
The school district will

come up with the lists for
the committees to consid-
er by narrowing down
their 239 schools using the
following criteria:

AEnrollment
AThe school’s historical

significance
AWhether the school

was built before 1960
AThe school type (ele-

mentary, middle, high)
AThe performance

grades that the state has
given the school (the dis-
trict will look at a five-year
average)

A Student demographics
in the neighborhood (how
many kids live there and
what percentage is attend-
ing charter schools)
“If the schools in ques-

tion are not considered
historically significant,
have concerns around
aged facilities in poorer
condition, and have lower
percentages of assigned
students attending, these

conditions would make
them more practical and
appropriate candidates for
closing,” a Hepburn me-
mo reads.

ISSUES WITH
HEPBURN’S PLAN?
Alston disliked the crite-

ria because, he said, it will
disproportionately affect
Black and brown commu-
nities. To prevent that, he
proposed ensuring that at
least one school closes in
each board-assigned dis-
trict.
His idea would mean

that seven out of the nine
board members experi-
ence at least one school
closing in the communi-
ties that elected them. The
other two board members
hold at-large seats, mean-
ing they represent the
entire county.
“We need to do this

fairly,” he said. “We need
to do this so there is an
impact countywide.”
Board member Allen

Zeman challenged Al-
ston’s notion.
“It is a false choice to

say we either pass this or

we’re being racist,” he
said. “I think we need to
think about our decisions
on a school-by-school
basis with an equity lens.”
Sarah Leonardi, another

board member, said she
refused to mix politics and
school closures.
“I do not believe in

using political boundaries
in making these types of
decisions,” she said.

OPTIONS
IN NOVEMBER
The board approved

Hepburn’s suggestion,
along with the criteria.
That means once the com-
mittees bring back feed-
back from the public, the
school district will present
to the School Board in
November some options

of programs to implement
and schools to close.
Zeman said that al-

though the motion askds
for a minimum of five, he
hopes the district presents
a lot more than five
schools to close. He wants
that because of the sever-
ity of under-enrollment
and because it will be hard
for the board to agree on a
final list.
“Barring any emergen-

cies in the fall, we’ll be
able to meet this time-
line,” Hepburn said. “If
there are any obstacles
we’ll let the board know,
but right now we’re pretty
confident we’ll meet it.”
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Broward School Board
member Allen Zeman says
decisions should be made
on a school-by-school basis.
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Broward School Board
member Torey Alston says
closures will disproportio-
nately affect minorities.

‘‘I DO NOT BELIEVE IN USING POLITICAL
BOUNDARIES IN MAKING THESE TYPES
OF DECISIONS.
Sarah Leonardi, a Broward County School Board
member who says she refuses to mix politics and
school closures


