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Getting to know your neighbors:

1. Introduce Yourself, Your State Charter, Location of 
School

2. At your tables, identify what ways, if any, your 
respective schools have partnered with your local 

school districts?

3. If there are no current partnerships in place, what 
ideas do you have for collaboration?



Very proud product of the Atlanta Public School System!
B.A., Morehouse College

M.A., Teachers College, Columbia University
Ph.D., University of Georgia

Professional Background
1. Wall Street 

2. Saturday School Teacher
3. College Access Coach

4. Operations Analyst
5. Charter School Business Manager

6. National Program Director
7. Founder & Executive Director, Utopian Academy for the Arts

8. Professor of Education



Utopian Academy for the Arts started the 2014-2015 school year with hopes of meeting 
the academic and artistic needs of students living in the Clayton County School District. 

Our attempt to do this fell short because the Clayton County School District as well as the 
City of Riverdale placed several road blocks in our way to prevent them from meeting the 

vast needs of students in Clayton County.

Chronology of Events

August 4, 2014: Students Turned Away for the First Day of School

August 8, 2014: Utopian Academy for the Arts Files Legal Action against City of 
Riverdale

August 11, 2014: Utopian’s Students Are Evacuated on the Second, Opening Day of 
School by Riverdale Fire Department

September, 2014: Riverdale Threatens to Shut Down Utopian’s Food Service 
Program



Select Examples

April 21, 2015: The Utopian Academy for the Arts Act (HB372) Is Signed Into Law

August 19, 2015: Utopian’s Exterior Sign is Removed by City of Riverdale

October, 2015: Representatives from Clayton County Schools Trigger Utopian’s 
Fire Alarm (During School Day)

December, 2015: Clayton Schools Disables Utopian’s Ability to Control HVAC Units 

January, 2016: Clayton County Schools Threatens Eviction of Utopian from 
Riverdale Facility





An invitational was extended to the new superintendent of our local school district, 
once the appointment became public.

As a leader, I maximized relationships with school board members that understood 
our our struggles, our vision, and our value to garner his support.

Present Day-Partnerships with Clayton Co. School System
Academics

Access to Excess Curriculum Resources
Invitationals to Professional Learning Communities and Courses

Gifted and ELL Services

Operations
Relocation to a Newer Facility

Transportation Services
Use of of Performing Arts Center-Arts Production

Finance
Lease of Building for $1

Access to District Vendor Contracts



Historical Challenges Between Charters and Local Districts

Funding 
Students
Facilities

Does the charter movement repair, assist, damage traditional public schools



For Charter Schools
• Reduced political tensions within local community

• Greater exposure  to district level expertise
• Improved access to facilities, funding, and student enrollment

• Access to operational supports as contracted services

For Local School Systems
• Implementation of best-practices and ideas

• Ensuring high-quality schools in all neighborhoods

For the Community
• Balanced portfolio of options for parents

• Healthy competition in the areas of academic performance and educational innovation



As a state-authorized charter school, establishing a relationship with the local 
school system in which your school is located, or enrolls students is your 

responsibility.

The first step in working closely with your local school system is to extend an 
invitation to visit your school.

Dispel the rumors and myths about charter school operations.

Consider inviting the following to your school:
1. District Superintendent
2. School Board Members

3. Executive Cabinet District Staff

*Add them to your email list!



Goal: As a governance board member of (Say the name of your state-charter 
school), I will increase the understanding and appreciation of state-charter 

schools in my community.

Don’t assume that your community is aware of your educational model, grades served, 
operational structure as a state charter school, etc.

Be intentional
Speak unapologetically about your rationale for serving as a board member.

Be knowledgeable
Know the basics about your school and its desired needs.

Be inquisitive
Determine the level of knowledge and stance on charters of your district leaders.

Be consistent
Communication is the key. Once you are in the door, maintain consistency with your 

communication with your respective district leaders. 



Know your NEEDS and know your WANTS!

And know the difference between the two.

When the time presents itself and your are asked for potential areas for 
collaboration, know your information!



What began as a contentious 
and combative relationship, 
has now evolved into a model 
example of healthy and 
collaborative partnership 
between a state-charter 
school and its local school 
system.
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