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InTroduCTIon
Charter schools are one of the fastest growing forms of schooling, with over 6,000 schools and 2.3 million 

students, and they continue to increase in number at about 6% per year. This growth is due to many 

factors, perhaps none more important than the desire on the part of parents for more educational options, 

along with bipartisan political support. Yet, maintaining the support of parents, the broader public, and 

their authorizing bodies requires charter schools to quickly establish a track record of strong academic 

achievement while simultaneously operating what is, in essence, a non-profit organization. This initial 

success is absolutely crucial. A national study of charter schools found that school performance in the first 

few years is a strong predictor of later performance.1  In  other words, early excellence leads to continued  

high performance, and new charter schools with weak performance in their first year are likely to continue 

to struggle. 

Starting a new school involves many challenges—managing the budget, acquiring suitable facilities, 

designing the instructional program, and hiring teachers, to name a few. And though charter school 

founders encounter substantial autonomy in their decision-making as they operationalize their vision for a 

school, that autonomy brings responsibility for an overwhelming list of activities, including but certainly not 

limited to maintaining appropriate accounting procedures; complying with local, state, and federal policy; 

providing meals, security, custodians, psychological services, and bus companies; and of course, educating 

children.2  As we have stated, successfully navigating these challenges to achieve a strong start-up is critical 

to new charter schools. The challenges are even greater for stand-alone charter schools that lack the support 

systems of established charter networks, such as KIPP or Rocketship Charter Schools, or traditional school 

systems that may provide vital guidance or resources during the complex process of opening a new school. 

With two-thirds of charter schools being non-affiliated or stand-alone schools,3  the need is great for 

assistance in navigating this start-up period.

This report provides guidance, along with a collection of best practices, for individuals or groups interested 

in petitioning for a new charter school, or for founders with a newly authorized charter so that charter 

schools can start strong. Despite the multitudes of books and articles describing the practices of effective 

charter schools, there is little rigorous empirical study of the start-up period. Much of the literature focuses 

on anecdotes or profiles of specific schools, often without reference to the achievement profiles of those 

1 Peltason and raymond, “Charter School growth and replication.”
2 griffin and Wohlstetter, “Building a Plane While Flying it.”
3 national alliance for Public Charter Schools, “the Public Charter Schools Dashboard.”
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schools or concrete guidance for early success. Furthermore, little research differentiates between stand-

alone charters and those that belong to a management organization or network, even though the process 

of starting a new school is vastly different from scaling an existing school model. By focusing on the critical 

practices of starting new charter schools, this report aims to fill this gap and serve as a resource for charter 

school founders.

MeThodology
This report draws on two main sources of data: interviews with experts who work for organizations that 

support charter schools during their start-up period through the use of technical assistance, training, and 

resources, and interviews with founders of successful charter schools in Georgia, Tennessee, and Florida. 

In addition, we draw on existing literature about best practices in charter schools, particularly in starting 

a charter school. Much of the literature under review speaks to charters in general. Since much of the 

literature does not differentiate between different types of charter schools, identifying past research on 

charter schools without charter management organizations proves difficult at times. Even so, many of  

the elements that have led to successful charters are simply best practices and are applicable to many 

schools, regardless of whether or not they belong to a management organization, network, or even a public 

school district. 

intervieWS With Charter SuPPort organizationS
The first round of data collection included phone interviews with leaders who work at Charter Support 

Organizations (CSOs). These organizations provide technical assistance, training, and resources to new 

charter schools. The goal of these interviews was to get the perspective of individuals who have worked 

with a broad array of new charter schools during their start-up period on what differentiates charter schools 

with a strong start from those that struggle to establish themselves and demonstrate high growth in student 

achievement. We began by focusing on 11 states: Georgia, as well as 10 states that were selected by balancing 

the following criteria: neighboring states, states with similar charter school laws, and states with a relatively 

high percentage of charter schools. The states include: Arizona, Colorado, Florida, Louisiana, Michigan, 

New York, Ohio, South Carolina and Tennessee, along with Washington, DC. Within those states, we used 

Internet searches and expert referrals to identify one to two organizations that support charter schools 

through technical assistance, training, and resources. This included individuals in local charter school 

incubators, state charter school associations, and similar organizations. In addition to the state-based 

organizations, we identified three organizations that operated on a national level. A total of 20 organizations 

were contacted for interviews, and 16 organizations participated in an hour-long interview. 

intervieWS With Charter SChool FounDerS
The second round of data collection included in-person interviews with the founders of 19 charter schools 

that had a strong start-up period. This included 10 in Georgia, four in Florida, and five in Tennessee. 

Tennessee and Florida were selected as comparison states due to geographic proximity and similarities 

in some aspects of the charter school laws. The schools were chosen on the basis of two criteria: expert 

recommendations and independent verification of higher-than-average student achievement growth. 

Specifically, we accessed state achievement data to develop databases of charter schools that are not 

associated with networks or comprehensive charter management organizations, and compared the 

trajectory of student performance in the charter schools to both state averages and local district averages. 

When available, we also considered achievement indicators that accounted for the student population 

served (i.e., growth or value-added measures). After using publicly available test score data to identify 

schools that had three years of achievement results above the results for similar populations in their local 
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district,4  we used recommendations from local charter school experts to verify that the chosen schools 

were recognized as high performers and met the criteria of being a charter school that is not affiliated with 

a network or comprehensive charter management organization. The appendix includes information on the 

specific schools that participated in the interviews. 

In conducting the interviews, we sought to interview the founder or, in the case of schools where the 

founder is no longer associated with the school, an individual familiar with the founding period. In a 

few cases we interviewed more than one person, such as a founding board member as well as the first 

principal/director. The interviews lasted about 90 minutes and were followed by a school tour. The schools 

we interviewed were diverse in many ways. Some were established by a group of individuals who saw a 

need for a new school, worked to develop the vision for that school, and eventually became the founding 

governance board and hired the first leader. Other schools were started by a single person who had a clear 

vision for a school, recruited a board that could help make that school a reality, and then became the school 

leader once the charter was approved. In other words, some school leaders developed the board while others 

were selected by an established board. As such, the terms leader and founder will be used interchangeably 

throughout this report. 

As is evident in this report, every school is different in terms of culture, staff, operations, systems, and even 

physical space. Furthermore, charter schools are different not only from traditional public schools, but also 

from one another.5  Despite this diversity, what we present are commonalities amongst high achieving 

charter schools. Still, there is no checklist for how to start a successful school.  

A myriad of events occur simultaneously in the birth of a charter school, and they must be expertly balanced 

with the school mission clearly in mind to create a successful charter school.  Each school that we viewed, 

researched, or came to know through interviews is inherently different from any other school, and though 

we cannot offer a blueprint for charter school founding, we do offer established, proven practices that can 

be analyzed and contextualized to fit individual school needs. We present this report in the hope that future 

founders can achieve a strong start, laying the foundation for future success.  

The report is organized around eleven domains that represent important aspects of operating a charter 

school. Since mission, as a crucial element of success, will be mentioned throughout the report, we begin 

with focusing on the school mission.

foCusIng on The MIssIon
Why are you starting a school? What will be the defining features of your school? While these are simple 

questions, they require a significant amount of unbundling. Every charter school founder must be able to 

answer questions such as these in a clear and concise manner via a mission statement. A mission is one of 

the keys to a successful charter school because it captures the very essence of a school while simultaneously 

manifesting itself in day-to-day activities. In a survey of 110 charter schools, charter school founders ranked 

“establish clear vision, mission, philosophy to which all are committed” at the top of the list of advice to 

someone who is trying to create a charter school.6  A mission should be specific. It should clearly define 

what will be accomplished, how the school will meet its students’ academic needs, and what differentiates 

this school from others. Founders must be purposeful in the process of formulating both their mission and 

their vision for carrying it out. 

4 in the case of schools that were in their third year of operation, we only used two years of achievement data.
5 izumi and Yan, Free to Learn.
6 Medler and nathan, “Charter Schools.”
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a Clear, Well-DeFineD MiSSion 
anD Core valueS ShoulD leaD  
the ProCeSS. 
The more concise and clear one’s mission statement is, the easier 

the mission will be for others to understand and embrace. The 

schools we visited had a variety of missions and core values, but 

they all spent time early in the start-up process coming to shared 

agreement on the mission and values. One school started with 

the idea of “In the perfect school, we could…” and built a mission 

around the ideas generated. The mission should describe why 

the organization exists and what it does, while motivating and 

inspiring individuals in the organization, and helping frame 

evaluation of the organization’s output.7 Many successful charter 

schools also included core beliefs along with their missions 

to help in their decision-making. Below are a few examples of 

missions from successful charter schools we interviewed:

•	 Empowering	young	African	American	men	to	become	

productive civic leaders, with a thematic approach that 

integrates experiences with aviation and aeronautics

•	 Building	the	scholarly	habits,	attitudes,	and	skills	students	

need to succeed in college, in their communities, and  

in life

•	 Integrating	parents	into	their	children’s	learning	while	

providing a strong academic foundation

•	 Creating	field-based,	experiential	learning	activities

•	 Revitalizing	a	neighborhood	by	providing	a	rigorous	

education that serves mixed income families and operates as 

a neighborhood anchor

•	 Developing	project-based	learning	experiences	where	

creativity, arts, and leadership are a focus

•	 Initiating	the	young	mind	into	the	art	of	thinking	through	the	

teaching of Mathematics and the  

Greek Language

 “I think the most important 

thing is the mission, the 

vision that the founders 

have. You don’t make a 

vision a reality on the 

opening day of school, but 

the commitment to making 

that a reality has got to be 

there for everybody, not 

just for the founders, but 

for the staff, the families 

and the kids. This is a joint 

effort. You can’t do this kind 

of thing unless everyone 

is committed to it, and 

that’s what I felt we had at 

the school.” – Members of the 

International Community School 
Founding Group

7   Merseth and Cooper, inside urban Charter Schools.
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everY DeCiSion ShoulD leaD BaCk to FulFilling  
the MiSSion. 
Everyone in the building should be able to not only articulate the school’s mission, but also to articulate 

how every action and interaction in the school relates back to that 

mission. As such, it is the leader’s job to be very explicit about how 

every decision relates to the mission, both to the staff and to the 

board. Eventually, mission alignment will come reflexively to a 

leader, but until then it is necessary to frame every thought around 

the mission. Leaders should also be willing to prioritize expenses 

based on fulfilling the mission. Hiring passionate teachers and 

staff who align with the mission also helps to further the cause of a 

charter school.8

groWing SloW helPS to PerFeCt 
the MiSSion.
All of the schools we interviewed grew one grade at a time or opted 

to start with one class for each grade and then increase enrollment 

in grades over time. Many elementary schools expanded into 

middle and high schools as their first class of students were 

promoted. Some schools began K-2 so they could better prepare 

students for state testing in third grade. By growing the school 

slowly, founders were able to create a culture in the first year that 

was reiterated as the school expanded. Still, growing slowly means that there will be big changes in the 

school for the first several years. 

esTablIshIng effeCTIve governanCe
New charter schools rely heavily on their boards, and strong boards have the potential to offer expertise to 

founders and work behind the scenes to ensure that charters set and meet their goals. One key area that 

charter schools need to navigate during their start-up phase is the establishment of a quality board and 

effective procedures for how the board functions. With 27% of new charters being disrupted by internal 

governance conflicts,9 the critical role of the governing board cannot be overlooked. 

SeleCt BoarD MeMBerS 
Who agree With the 
SChool’S MiSSion anD 
have tiMe to Start a 
SChool.
As with all people involved in a charter school, 

board members must fully understand and be 

committed to the mission of the school. This 

alignment may occur naturally as the board 

collectively establishes the vision for the school, 

but may also be intentionally developed when an 

“We make sure that our 

mission statement is not 

just something that’s 

posted to the wall, but 

something that we are 

living and practicing 

and modeling, and then 

expecting of our students.” 
– Katherine Kelbaugh, Museum 

School of Avondale Estates

8 ibid.
9 Betts and hill, Taking Measure of Charter Schools.
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individual founder recruits the board. For example, one founder vetted potential board members for mission 

alignment by inviting them to a meal and asking them pointed questions to reveal their values and beliefs.

All board members should be willing to invest a significant portion of their time to board participation 

and be willing to “roll up their sleeves.” One CSO executive said that founding board members should be 

prepared to devote at least 10-15 hours a month to board responsibilities during the early years of a charter 

school. Another founder recounted working with her board every weeknight and every weekend during the 

year before doors opened. 

SeleCt BoarD MeMBerS Who Can oFFer vital exPertiSe 
anD reSourCeS on all oPerational areaS.
Per our research, the ideal governing board is comprised of 7-11 members, each of whom is able to 

substantively contribute to school operations. CSOs and founders repeatedly recommended having a 

diverse board that includes members with the 

following areas of expertise: finance and 

accounting; real estate and facilities; legal 

and human resource services; fundraising; 

marketing; community partnerships; 

and academic programming.  While it 

may be unrealistic for a board to contain 

expertise in every area listed above, it’s 

important for a leader to complement his 

or own weaknesses via a strong board. It 

is also imperative to include community 

members who are well respected and can 

rally the community around the school, 

helping to build community partnerships 

and connections. Board members should 

be expected to marshal their expertise, 

resources, and networks to help meet the 

school’s needs.

BalanCe CoMMunitY anD Parent involveMent in 
governanCe With other PrioritieS.
Boards are most successful when members have a connection to the school’s community and are 

knowledgeable regarding local politics and non-profits. Many schools in our study purposefully targeted 

influential community members to serve on their boards, and one school was fortunate enough to  

persuade the city’s future mayor to serve. At the same time, a board that is comprised entirely of local 

community members without the areas of expertise noted above will lack the capacity to effectively fulfill 

their critical roles.

Founders and CSOs were split on the role that parents should play on the board, as this could lead to a 

conflict of interests. A few strongly recommended the practice, while others advised against it or had phased 

parents out of the board over time. Generally, those who placed parents on the boards hand picked those 

parents for specific skills. Those who went the other way felt that parents were unable to put the best interest 

of the school before the best interest of their own child. One way to provide parent representation is to put 

the president of the PTO on the board and encourage parent concerns to be voiced through him or her. 

“The founding board was strategic. We 

had our money people, our education 

people, a facility person, our construction 

person. Work, wealth, and wisdom...those 

are your watchwords...a school that wants 

to do good has to do well by guaranteeing 

that you have the people in place with 

expertise or connections to get that 

expertise.” – Thomas Beazley, Promise Academy
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There was less support for placing teachers on the board, though some schools did place teachers on board 

subcommittees. Some of the schools began with teachers on the board, but these teachers were phased out 

of the board over time. A conflict of interest can occur if teachers are both employed by the school while 

also helping to govern it. 

ClariFY the BoarD’S role in governanCe— 
anD not ManageMent—oF the SChool.
No matter who serves on the board, board members should receive thorough training, particularly on the 

distinction between school governance and school management and the respective responsibilities of the 

board and school leader. Governance includes supporting the school’s vision while simultaneously holding 

the leader accountable in regards to student outcomes and complying with local laws and regulations. 

Boards should be comfortable making large decisions and operating behind the scenes, being careful not to 

fall into micromanagement of school leaders.  

eStaBliSh BoarD SuBCoMMitteeS For eFFiCient oPerationS.
Founders and CSOs frequently mentioned subcommittees for specific tasks as best practices. 

Subcommittees on the budget, facilities, educational programming, and governance were common, with 

each subcommittee chaired by an expert in that area. Subcommittees allow board members to come to a 

decision or examine an issue outside of the board’s normal meeting time. This helps streamline meetings 

and increase board efficiency. Subcommittees can also serve as an influx of additional expertise, as they 

need not be entirely composed of sitting board members. 

BoarDS
(governanCe)

•	Evaluate	school	and	leader

•	Set	goals	and	create	metrics	
for measurement

•	Approve	budget

•	Create	school	policies

•	Know	local	and	state	charter	
laws

•	Fundraise	for	the	school

leaDerS
(ManageMent)

•	Make	curricular	decisions

•	Hire	Staff

•	Manage	day-to-day	affairs	of	
the school

•	Interact	with	the	parents

•	Report	to	the	board

•	Implement	the	board’s	
suggestions and strategies

enact the 
school’s 

mission and 
vision.
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eStaBliSh Frequent anD tranSParent CoMMuniCation 
BetWeen the BoarD anD SChool leaDer.
Boards should meet at least once a 

month, with board chairs and founders 

meeting as often as once a week. 

Multiple founders recounted meeting 

with their boards several times a week 

during the start-up phase. No line of 

communication is more important 

than the one between the founder 

and the board chair. Transparent 

metrics for success and commitment 

to the school mission ensure effective 

communication between the board 

and school leader.

The Museum school of avondale estates began as a grassroots effort by local community members 

who wanted a unique and research-based school. as the community group became committed to 

petitioning for a charter school, they formed a non-profit association. The founding board grew out 

of that community group. Members 

of the initial founding board all had 

young children and thought about 

the type of school they wanted for 

their children. Comprised of eight 

members, the founding board included a human resources professional, graphics designer, grant 

writer, professor, and a surgeon. The board hired consultants to assist in areas where no board member 

had expertise. The current governing board operates through committees, including academic 

excellence, personnel, governance, finance, facilities, and communication. The principal is an ex officio 

member of the board and serves on the personnel and academic excellence committees. There is also 

an elected staff representative on the board to offer a teacher perspective. accessibility, transparency, 

and the clear delineation of roles have proved vital to getting the school off to a successful start.

School Profile

“Less successful schools have boards that are 

less engaged; [boards] that are not partners 

with the school leader on setting strategic 

direction, developing the metrics that hold 

the organization accountable for results. 

I think when that happens, things break 

down pretty fast, because when it’s not clear 

who’s responsible for what and what metrics 

people are being held accountable for, you 

see schools come off the rails quite a bit.”  
– Greg Thompson, Tennessee Charter School Center
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esTablIshIng effeCTIve leadershIp  
and CulTure
Leadership and culture are two abstract words that are often attributed to an organization’s success. While 

the founders and experts interviewed for this study found it difficult to define leadership, they did provide 

insight into the characteristics of individuals who made effective start-up charter school leaders, and what 

these leaders did to establish the right culture in the school. 

SkillS For Starting a Charter SChool aren’t learneD 
in a Book. 
Most leaders in our study had experience in the classroom, and a number had previously served as 

principals or assistant principals. Beyond this similarity, their paths differed greatly. Some went through 

formal leadership programs, while others relied 

on their past years in schools. Some had prior 

experience working in charter schools, while 

others had only worked in traditional schools. 

Two came from abroad. None felt they came in 

fully prepared to run a charter school. Leaders 

repeatedly talked of “learning on the fly” during 

the long days and nights leading up to opening 

the doors and continuing well beyond the first 

year. The best preparation, founders said, was networking with school leaders from other high-performing 

charter schools—both within the community and across the country—to learn best practices and avoid 

having to reinvent the wheel. 

it’S not eaSY to DeFine leaDerShiP, Yet We CaMe aCroSS 
ManY DeFinitionS. 
Leaders must wear many hats and be many things to different people. As potential leaders look to 

improve upon their capacity to lead, they may want to keep in mind the following characteristics that our 

respondents felt were most important:

•	 Resilience	in	the	face	of	numerous	obstacles	and	parties	of	opposition

•	 Flexibility	to	accommodate	to	the	changing	needs	of	a	school	and	an	onslaught	of	operational,	

academic, and political challenges while still holding firm to a belief in the school’s mission10

•	 Communication	skills	necessary	to	transparently	express	vision	and	ideas	to	board	members,	teachers,	

students, and parents

•	 Humility	to	learn	new	things	and	recognize	when	something	is	not	working

•	 Ambition	in	setting	high	expectations	for	all	involved	in	the	school	and	commitment	to	realizing	those	

expectations

•	 Ability	and	charisma	to	mobilize	groups	inside	and	outside	of	the	school

 “There’s really nothing that can 

prepare you for this until you’re 

doing it.” – Kylie Holley, Pataula Charter Academy

10	Frumkin,	Manno,	and	Edgington,	The Strategic Management of Charter Schools.
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leaDerS Will Be MeaSureD anD juDgeD BY the Work oF 
thoSe theY hire; So hire Well anD treat theM Well.
When asked what constitutes strong leadership, the answer that came up most often was the ability to 

hire well. Leaders who are able to surround themselves with quality people and create a sense of trust are 

the most successful. Likewise, leaders must not elevate themselves from their staff and should be actively 

involved in the day-to-day of the school. In a few instances, 

this manifested itself in leaders teaching classes during a 

portion of the day. It can also mean the leader picking up tiny 

pieces of trash without taking pause from a conversation. 

Finally, leaders must be wary of burnout amongst staff 

and make it clear to teachers that their well being is just as 

important as that of their students. The founders in our study 

were keenly aware that they asked for a large commitment of 

time and emotions from their teachers and thought carefully 

about making the work environment one where teachers 

could sustain energy and dedication for years. The founders 

recognized that long-term success required systems that 

sustained their effective practices.

there iS not enough tiMe in the 
DaY to run a Charter SChool. 
Time management is a crucial skill for leaders. First, leaders 

must allow one to two years of planning before opening 

a school. If feasible, a summer school program can serve 

as a trial run and help leaders identify areas that need 

improvement before the doors open. The schedule of a new 

charter leader may vary considerably by the day. Leaders in our interviews recommended scheduling time 

during the week to observe classrooms, coach teachers, and interact with students. In other words, leaders 

need to make sure they prioritize being on the “ground level” of the school and realize that the school day 

continues long after students leave.  

eStaBliShing the right 
Culture requireS PreCiSe 
Planning.
In the schools we studied, culture was no accident; 

it was a fine-tuned vision that required a great deal 

of forethought. Well before students ever entered the 

building, schools would outline exactly what they wanted 

students to accomplish by the time they left, and plan 

backwards from there. No detail was too minute. For 

example, leaders and their teams spent considerable 

time discussing how students would pass in homework 

or fine-tuning the transition from one period to the 

next. When students arrived, our schools were apt to 

“I believe in the idea of 

leadership in Tao Te Ching. At 

the end of the day the success 

is for the people whom you 

lead. The whole idea is to lead 

from behind and let them 

celebrate their success. You 

act as the one to cheer them 

on and let them know that you 

really [care].”– Suttiwan Cox, Dekalb 

PATH Academy
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spend the first days or weeks orienting them to the school 

culture, planned norms, and expectations. Some schools 

planned thoughtfully around creating highly structured 

environments with silent halls and students in straight lines 

in order to develop a culture where students could succeed 

academically. Adopting another stance, one school created 

halls in which students could speak to each other and 

exercise their developing language skills. Another injected 

an element of socio-emotional growth into all student 

projects to create a culture of caring. 

StuDent, teaCher, anD CoMMunitY BuY-in CoMPleteS a 
PoSitive Culture.

“Buy-in” is a popular word amongst charter school leaders, and a crucial 

component of culture. Without buy-in, culture crumbles. Therefore, 

students and teachers alike must truly believe in their school’s mission, 

rules, and expectations. At the staff level, buy-in can be created by bringing 

staffers into the discussion of what a school’s culture will look like. If 

community support is one of the school’s goals, community members 

should have input in a school’s beliefs and values. When appropriate, 

students should also voice their opinions about rules, norms, and 

expectations. It is much easier to create student buy-in when teachers and 

leaders take the time to explain why rules and regulations are in place. 

keeP Culture PoSitive.
Asking students to meet academically rigorous expectations five or six 

days a week is taxing, and intense academics must be balanced with a 

culture of joy. Positivity can and should be ingrained 

both within the school day and celebrated during 

more formal special occasions. In schools we toured, 

colorful posters “shouting out” students and displaying 

school values marked hallways, and classmates 

squinted their eyes and touched their temples as they 

sent peers silent “brain waves” while searching their 

heads for answers, offering synchronized cheers when 

those answers were correct. After recognizing that his 

school had rigor but lacked joy, one founder began 

announcing attendance and behavior achievements 

over the intercom, and installed weekly, whole-school 

meetings to present students and classrooms with 

creative awards such as the golden dictionary, the 

greatness sweater, and the leadership blazer.   

DiSCiPline.
Charters are often criticized for overly strict discipline policies and a tendency to counsel out difficult 

students. While founders should be aware of this trend, they should also realize that a discipline system 

“We’re very intentional about 

creating our culture, so that it 

does not create itself.”  
– Kylie Holley, Pataula Charter Academy

“You can teach all of 

the academics, but 

are we really teaching 

them to be good 

people?” – Richardean 

Golden Anderson, Fulton 

Leadership Academy
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must be in place in any high-functioning school, regardless of the type of students it serves. One of our 

schools employs a full time Dean of Students who is responsible for culture as well as discipline.  Another 

utilizes certified paraprofessionals to aid with children whose behavior is challenging. Most acknowledged 

that discipline became less of an issue every year as culture was built up and students who had been 

attending the school for some time were able to serve as role models for incoming students. Many schools 

in our study employed a merit/demerit system to balance punishment with rewards and urged teachers to 

highlight the positive publicly while privately discussing negative behavior with students. 

developIng The aCadeMIC prograM
A strong academic program is key to the success of any school. For new charter schools, starting their 

academic and instructional program off on the right foot is particularly important. Indeed, a study of charter 

school outcomes found that the trajectory of school performance is established in the first year, with poor 

academic performance during the first year of operations serving as a strong indicator of continued poor 

performance.11 There is no single route to a strong academic program, however. We saw charter schools 

with quite diverse curricular and instructional programs, including some that were purchased from 

national programs, and others that were self-created. Yet they were still successful in achieving high student 

outcomes. Despite the diversity in academic programs we observed, five themes were consistent across the 

schools we studied.

If culture is the feeling one feels when entering a campus, then brighten academy’s culture can be summed up with 

one word: warmth. lisa Mcdonald, a charter founder who created brighten with a group of fellow teachers, cares 

deeply for her teachers, who in turn transfer this care to their students, and this genuine care trickles down to every 

single person on campus. as lisa puts it, “I still 

see myself as a teacher, I’m just teaching older 

people, and they have the same needs as the 

students, everybody needs to be treated differently, 

everybody is on a different learning path.” lisa 

treats her staff as family, and she exudes her mantra that collaboration trumps competitiveness. she doesn’t award a 

teacher of the year because she feels like all her teachers deserve the accolade, and she avoids letting teachers hand 

pick their classes. as a result, brighten has a culture in which teachers and students interact with respect and care, 

and feel comfortable taking risks. To promote a culture of academic rigor and expeditionary learning, each student 

at brighten has his or her own learning plan detailing specific learning goals for the year. students track their own 

progress throughout the year and conference with teachers around goals. students at brighten are able to recite 

the school’s mission. What’s evident through students’ actions and results is that they have not only memorized the 

mission, but internalized it as well. 

School Profile

11 Peltason and raymond, “Charter School growth and replication.”
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aCaDeMiC PrograMS ShoulD 
go hanD in hanD With 
the MiSSion oF a Charter 
SChool.
The selection of the curricular and instructional 

programs should begin with the mission and context 

of the school at the forefront. Being able to start with 

the end goal in mind will help founders put resources 

in the right places. We saw schools achieve success 

with both highly structured, direct instruction models 

and with project-based experiential learning models. 

What they shared was the ability to articulate how 

curriculum and instructional expectations contributed 

to the vision the school was trying to establish. 

Structural decisions also impact the academic program 

and thus should be made intentionally to best meet 

the school’s mission. Examples of structural features 

that have been successful are smaller class sizes, 

extended school days and years, creating a sense of 

urgency and importance for productive classroom 

time, common blackboard configurations in all classrooms, deliberate planning time for teachers, and team 

teaching.12  

high exPeCtationS anD rigorouS Material helP 
CharterS get oFF to a Strong Start. 
The successful charter schools we studied and the literature we reviewed all highlighted the importance 

of high expectations for students. While founders cited the state standards as guides in academic 

programming, many held themselves to higher standards by benchmarking to international standards or 

the highest performing states. For example, schools that deliberately prepared students for college created a 

culture around achievement and introduced analytical skills and problem solving early on.  

BalanCe PurChaSing 
exiSting PrograMS anD 
Creating all MaterialS 
in-houSe.
Basing the academic program on the unique 

school mission does not mean that all 

materials must be developed from scratch. 

Though it can be challenging to integrate 

a pre-bought curriculum into a school’s 

mission, building a curriculum from scratch 

is a highly time-consuming pursuit.13 Finding 

the right balance between using established 

“One of the reasons we’ve been 

very successful is we’ve never 

lost sight of our mission. [With] 

the teacher-directed program, 

you can get swallowed up in 

curriculum and forget who 

you’re teaching. There’s a human 

being at the end of that line, 

and if you’re that engrossed in 

subject matter you’re going to 

miss teaching that child.”  
– Madeline O’Dea, Trinity School For Children

“Ideally, your curriculum is really fluid 

and wouldn’t look the same year to year, 

because you’re really trying to go with 

what is interesting to the kids. It’s not 

just about worksheets or workbooks or 

that kind of thing.” –Michelle Blackmon,  

Atlanta Neighborhood Charter School

12 Merseth and Cooper, Inside Urban Charter Schools; griffin and Wohlstetter, “Building a Plane While Flying it.”
13 griffin and Wohlstetter, “Building a Plane While Flying it.”



17

resources and adapting to your school’s needs is critical, as is staying flexible and revising the academic 

program once initial data on student performance is available.14 As part of data driven decision-making, one 

must learn how to balance giving a chosen curriculum time to work while also quickly identifying when 

things are not working. When internal assessments showed that students were struggling with certain skills, 

the founders we spoke with shifted gears to try a new way of teaching the skill, even if it meant dropping or 

modifying a purchased curriculum. 

teaCherS neeD a voiCe anD ChoiCe in the CurriCuluM 
anD SuPPort in the ClaSSrooM.

As charter schools grow and become more established, they hire 

personnel to lead teachers in further developing the curricular 

and instructional program. Supporting teachers effectively means 

providing appropriate training and giving them the autonomy 

necessary to make the best decisions in their classrooms. Teacher 

autonomy can be a positive force when teachers believe in the 

mission and understand the expectations of the curriculum. Many 

of the charters we visited had hired curriculum coaches to help 

teachers increase rigor or took on the role of an instructional 

expert themselves. 

SPeCial eDuCation inStruCtion 
requireS thoughtFul attention 
anD reSourCeS. 
Finding resources to effectively serve special education students 

is a particular concern for new charter schools.15 Strategies used 

by the successful start-up charter schools we studied include partnering with the local district to provide 

specialized services to special education students, using Response to Intervention or Responsible Inclusion 

to minimize the need for more resource-intensive services, and hiring teachers who are dually certified and 

can fill both special education and core subject needs. 

“A really powerful tool 

that we have witnessed 

is, during the summer 

or whenever you have 

downtime, giving teachers 

a voice at the table when 

curriculum is being 

developed.” –David Frank,  

New York City Charter School Center

14 Curry, Charter School leadership elements for School Success.
15 rhim and Mclaughlin, “Special education in american Charter Schools”; Buddin and zimmer, “Student achievement in Charter Schools.”
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ManagIng busIness operaTIons
The founders and CSO leaders we interviewed were clear: charter schools are not just educational centers—

they are organizations with significant budgetary and operational needs and expectations. Managing the 

business side of the school is vital to its success. Unlike traditional public schools, stand-alone charter 

schools do not have a district or management organization to handle things like managing the budget, 

transportation, food service, janitorial services, payroll, etc. Overlooking this aspect of the school is 

dangerous as experiencing financial challenges 

is the most common reason for closing a charter 

school, with 46% of charter schools closing 

due to finances, possibly because most school 

leaders lack the necessary business acumen and 

financial experience.16

eFFeCtive BuSineSS 
oPerationS are vital to 
a Charter SChool anD 
ShoulD Be CareFullY 
PlanneD. 
Charter schools are not just educational 

institutions; they have the responsibility 

archimedean upper Conservatory was the highest achieving among all high schools in florida in 2013. In addition, 

the school was ranked as the 19th most challenging high school in the us by the Washington post in 2013. The 

mission of the archimedean schools is to initiate the young mind into the art of thinking through the teaching of 

Mathematics and the greek language. starting 

at the kindergarten level, the school teaches 

the florida mathematics curriculum in english 

for an hour each day, while teaching the greek 

mathematics curriculum in the greek language for 

another hour. The two different curriculums provide a balance of knowledge as the greek curriculum is narrow and 

deep and the florida standards are wider. framed as a “conservatory of mathematics,” the school teaches a second 

language immersion through content in math and didactic learning. The founder of archimedean, george Kafkoulis, 

has gained insight: “Teaching math in another language sharpens the mind.” by the time students reach the end of 

high school, seniors are learning proofs for euclidian geometry in greek.  philosophy is also valued at the archimedean 

schools. ph.d. candidates are brought in to teach students the art of thinking. further, the average student takes six to 

seven ap courses and archimedean’s graduating class is often seen at the highest ranked colleges. 

School Profile

“Charter schools are also businesses, 

and they’re startup businesses, so it’s 

pretty volatile. You know there are a 

lot of days when you might be going 

in one direction and you have to make 

a 90-degree turn and go in another 

direction. You have to be okay with 

that, because it’s all about learning as 

we go.” –Derwin Sisnett, Power Center Academy 

16	Finn,	Manno,	and	Vanourek,	“Getting	Charter	Schools	Started”;	Frumkin,	Manno,	and	Edgington,	The Strategic Management of Charter Schools, Consoletti, 
“the State of Charter Schools”.
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to manage all operations, including ensuring a balanced budget. While we saw many different ways to 

effectively organize business operations, it was clear that expecting the leader to oversee the business 

operations places too much work on one individual 

and becomes unmanageable. Hiring a good operations 

manager (such as someone with experience in nonprofit 

management), delegating operational responsibilities to 

other positions, or outsourcing some key operational tasks 

to third party vendors are ways to ensure that business 

operations do not interfere with academics.  

veriFiCation oF FinanCeS 
requireS MultiPle PeoPle. 
Accounting for the financials of a charter school 

can be complicated, and clear procedures need to be 

established. Segregating “internal control” functions, such as accounting or legal compliance, and other 

fiscal responsibilities among three or more individuals (such 

as a business manager, board treasurer, and external auditor) 

is a common practice and helps ensure that no one person 

has the ability to authorize purchases, sign checks, and record 

transactions.17

utilize the BoarD’S exPertiSe on 
oPerationS anD FinanCe. 
Given that many charter leaders lack significant financial 

experience, it is imperative to include board members with 

financial expertise. Board members can guide school leaders 

on some of the operational aspects of running the school 

through committees and by effectively overseeing the budget. 

A transparent budget and a monthly financial statement can 

provide a snapshot of how the school is doing. Successful charter 

schools develop a strategic plan with financial goals and budget 

projections. Board members with financial expertise proved 

particularly helpful in coaching the school leader through this 

process. After the initial startup period, the budget should be self-

sustaining on per pupil expenditures for core operations. Further, 

a finance committee can oversee the budget and work to secure 

additional funds if necessary. 

Be StrategiC aBout ContraCting 
out ServiCeS.
Charter schools require a variety of different services—food 

service, transportation, payroll and benefits, and janitorial 

services, to name a few. Successful schools knew how to 

prioritize spending for these services and which ones could 

be outsourced. Contracting with the district can be an option 

 In education, we truly don’t 

understand that it is a business 

and you operate as a business. 

And so customer service, all of 

that is important.” –Richardean Golden 

Anderson, Fulton Leadership Academy 

“For many years, the finance 

chair on the board was the 

leading business person for 

the school. Well, you can’t 

have that, because then, 

they leave and you get a less 

experienced volunteer, your 

business goes to pot. You 

have to professionalize it.” 
–Michelle Blackmon,  

Atlanta Neighborhood Charter School

17	Premack,	The Charter School Development Guide.
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for some operations, but should not be a go-to method.18 

Many charter schools decided to pay the district to help with 

operations such as food services or transportation. Others 

hired local caterers or declined to provide transportation at all. 

The charter schools that provided transportation had specific 

features, such as a rural location or mission that involved 

serving students from dispersed areas, that led them to believe 

that transportation was necessary to achieve their goals. 

Finally, the founders we spoke with were not afraid to change 

the service if expectations were not being met or the needs of 

the school changed as it grew.

aCquIrIng and alloCaTIng resourCes
Start-up funds are critical to the health of a new charter school, but obstacles including lack of capital 

financing, especially for facilities; little or no start-up money; inadequate per-pupil operating funds; and 

uneven cash flow can hinder a school’s growth.19 To make matters worse for founders of new charter 

schools, they face more financial challenges than converted charter schools.20 Few states award per-pupil 

funding until students walk through the door, and few charters receive as much per-pupil funding as their 

district counterparts.21 Further, initial enrollment numbers are often uncertain, and costs of operating a first-

year school are higher than subsequent years.22

pembroke pines high school’s mission is to prepare students to succeed in a global society by providing a 

personalized and rigorous curriculum through excellence in teaching. Many lessons can be taken away from how they 

do business. for example, when the city was debating where to locate a new public library, the charter school leaders 

were able to strategically place the library next to 

the charter school campus. That way, the students’ 

media center became the regional library, and the 

school didn’t have to use resources to buy books. 

The same process was repeated for a community 

theater and public park through grants. further, the school is conveniently located next to a community college so 

students can choose to be dual enrolled for college credit. another way they partner with the community is through 

a newly built auditorium that doubles as a community theatre. additionally, instead of contracting with a separate 

company to do payroll, the city was able to cover this operation for them. pembroke pines benefits from having allies 

in public offices directly involved with the school, much like many of the other successful charter schools we saw. 

partnering with the city can help new charter schools gain resources while also taking the burden of operations off of 

the founder. 

School Profile

“I have a very good 

understanding of the 

financial and business side 

of the school, and I think 

that’s crucial.” –Katherine 

Kelbaugh, Museum School of  

Avondale Estates

18	Blakemore,	A Public School of Your Own.
19	Finn,	Manno,	and	Vanourek,	“Getting	Charter	Schools	Started.”
20 Conversion charter schools are traditional public schools which have been transformed into charter schools. 
21 hassel, The Charter School Challenge;	Finn,	Manno,	and	Vanourek,	“Getting	Charter	Schools	Started.”
22	Zimmer	et	al.,	“Charter	School	Operations	and	Performance”;	Lake,	Schumwinger,	and	Petty,	The New Schools Handbook.



21

FeDeral anD State grantS Can Be Worth the  
tiMe inveStMent. 
One avenue for resources comes in the form of federal or state grants, including the federal Charter Schools 

Program, Title X Funds, HUD block grant funds, and federal tax credits.23 Most charter schools we studied 

received federal or state implementation grants. National foundations, such as the Walton Foundation, were 

also a common source of start-up funds. Teacher- and student-focused grants are available from the Kids 

In Need Foundation and Donors Choose. Using limited resources for grant-writing personnel can provide 

dividends to schools24 and many of the charter schools we studied eventually had a grant writer on staff, had 

a staff member double as a grant writer, or hired one as a consultant. 

CoMMunitY FounDationS, FunDraiSerS anD CorPorate 
SPonSorShiP are alSo WaYS to oBtain reSourCeS. 
Private donations, corporate support, and earned income have proven to be other means for start-up 

charters to acquire funding.25 Once a school has a successful track record, many organizations and 

individuals want to support it. But obtaining those critical funds in the first year is difficult. Regular 

community meetings and positive press may help increase donations. Making presentations to and 

connections with community foundations early on allows founders to be on their radar and will benefit 

the school when forming partnerships and recruiting students. Additionally, corporate sponsorships are 

an untapped field in regards to charter school funding, and in-kind donations from small businesses or 

other local entities can help offset new equipment costs. Board members can help with obtaining resources 

through writing proposals, or helping the school make connections to others in the community. 

Maintain FlexiBilitY—anD a reServe FunD.
Given the realities of shifting enrollment numbers and competitive grants, there is a lot of uncertainty for 

charter schools. Founders need to maintain financial flexibility and rainy day funds to make it through 

such uncertainty. Unexpected expenses ranged from legal fees for lawyers to erosion control fines from the 

city. Since state funding is often 

unpredictable, and the economy 

can sometimes take an unexpected 

turn, increasing the revenues of 

the school through fundraisers and 

maintaining an adequate cushion 

in the budget is important. 

23 Betts and hill, Taking Measure of Charter Schools;	Frumkin,	Manno,	and	Edgington,	The Strategic Management of Charter Schools.
24	Blakemore,	A Public School of Your Own.
25	Frumkin,	Manno,	and	Edgington,	The Strategic Management of Charter Schools.
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Prioritize SPenDing BaSeD on Your MiSSion.
Aligning the budget with the school’s mission-driven priorities is key. Therefore, teacher salaries and 

instruction will consume a large portion of the budget. Founders recommended setting a budget that 

allowed for all mission-critical spending to come from the per-pupil allocation. Additional or special 

programs can be available if grants or fundraising prove successful. Many experts recommended putting 

funds into effective teaching—not only salaries and 

benefits, but also line items such as professional 

development and instructional leadership. With the 

tight budget in the first few years, personnel need to 

do more than one job. For example, the CFO can also 

teach a math class, and the registrar can help with 

lunch duty. Starting with low administrative costs  

also was a common theme that came up during  

the interviews.  

aCquIrIng faCIlITIes
Locating and paying for facilities is a monumental obstacle for charter school founders. While our study did 

not reveal a strong relationship between high-achieving schools and state-of-the art facilities, constructing 

a welcoming environment where staff and students feel safe is essential nonetheless—and requires a good 

deal of forethought and creativity.  

fulton leadership academy specializes in developing strong, moral, and talented young american males. given that 

the mission and purpose of fulton leadership academy is compelling and clear, the charter school has been able 

to acquire and allocate resources to help fulfill the mission. for a fundraiser, fulton leadership academy organized 

a “Walk for excellence” and raised about $40,000 

in its first year. further, during the founding years, 

fulton leadership academy’s board understood 

the importance of fundraising and made a 

commitment that they would give out of their own 

pockets. In fact, their board chair was able to provide an interest-free loan to them if they needed extra financials. 

The school has also obtained private, federal and state grants such as a Walton foundation grant, an implementation 

and expansion grant, and a facilities grant.

School Profile

“Honestly if you’re not terrified 

about spending too much money, 

there’s probably something 

wrong.” –Dean Leeper, The Kindezi School



23

ConStruCtion ChallengeS  
aBounD For an untraineD eYe.
Deemed the Achilles Heel of charter schools by one CSO 

expert, facilities present a broad and time-consuming 

array of obstacles for founders. New charters generally lack 

resources and do not receive public funding specifically 

for facilities. Further, banks and property owners may be 

hesitant to assist organizations without successful track 

records. Finally, charters can’t begin looking for facilities 

until they have an accurate estimate of student enrollment. 

Once buildings had been paid for, founders still frequently 

ran into unexpected expenses such as missing ceiling tiles, 

roof leaks, and faulty furniture. Founders should also be 

familiar with building codes and know that standards for 

educational buildings are more stringent than commercial 

buildings. While a building may seem appropriate to an 

untrained eye, upgrading the space to meet the educational 

building code could be a significant cost. This is an area 

where having a board member with construction, project 

management, or real estate expertise is valuable.

FaCilitieS are a Major 
exPenSe, But ga’S laWS oFFer 
a Solution.

Many experts agree that the biggest financial hurdle a stand-alone charter will 

encounter is the cost of a facility. While one CSO leader told us that schools should 

allocate no more than 15% of their budget to facilities, a national study found that 

buildings often account for 20-25% of a charter’s operating budget.26 Most of that 

money comes out of the classroom. That being said, Georgia’s unique charter laws 

provide some exceptions to these rules. The LEA-authorized charter schools in our 

study were operating in existing buildings rent free thanks to a law that requires 

local boards of education to make available any vacant or otherwise unused facility 

to locally-authorized charters at no lease cost, with any additional terms of use to be 

negotiated by the parties.

loCation MatterS.
Founders need to carefully consider the importance of geographic location for their 

population, program, and of course, mission. For instance, a school whose mission 

involved many field visits made sure to be near those resources or transportation 

corridors. Schools that were meant to serve specific communities took great care 

to acquire facilities in the heart of the neighborhood they wanted to serve. One 

school rooted itself so firmly in the community that many of its scholars were able 

to walk to school, allowing the school to work towards its mission of neighborhood 

revitalization. 

“There’s no such thing as a 

free building. Charter school 

leaders really need a deep 

understanding of what it’s 

going to cost to operate in 

the building, and have good 

real estate, construction, 

and operational advice. 

Unfortunately, that advice 

is typically something that a 

principal and school leadership 

team doesn’t have.”  

–Carol Naughton, Charles R. Drew  

Charter School 

26 zimmer et al., “Charter School operations and Performance.”
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uSe BoarD MeMBerS, nonProFitS anD grantS to SearCh 
For anD aCquire FaCilitieS.
Boards, especially those with a member experienced in real estate, have the capacity to raise funds as well 

as utilize their own connections to find space and the money necessary to pay for building costs—skills 

that many founders will not possess. Many successful start-up boards have created a facilities committee 

that focuses on combing the real estate market, working with local school districts, and researching zoning 

laws during the early years of the school’s life. Charter leaders seeking a building should also know that 

organizations and grants are in place to help them. Building Hope is a national non-profit that works with 

schools to find and fund facilities. A handful of schools in 

our study acquired state grants to assist with facility costs.

think outSiDe the Box.
Keep in mind that schools need not look like one’s idea of 

a school. In our interviews and research, we came across 

five charters located 

in former or current 

churches, one 

located in a music 

academy, one in a 

former car dealership, 

and one in an old 

Catholic school. 

Other examples our 

research encountered 

included strip malls, 

movie theaters, 

YMCAs, a grocery 

store basement, apartment buildings, college or university 

campuses, department stores, and a Veterans of Foreign 

Wars building.27 Churches seemed to be particularly popular 

because of the outreach component within their missions, 

and because they often have classroom space for Sunday 

school that is used sporadically during the week. Our study 

consistently revealed that it is much easier and cheaper to 

find an existing space than to construct a new building. 

Charter leaders would also be wise to seek out existing 

charter schools that have outgrown their facilities and 

move into that space. Another common practice in charter 

facilities is to share space with other new charter schools  

or even existing public schools that leave a floor or  

hallway unused. 

“The best advice I can give 

is to be realistic, not to let 

your dream facility drive your 

decisions, because I can easily 

see a school not being able 

to make it financially if they 

jump into something that they 

can’t handle too soon. Sure, 

we would love to have a nice 

brick and mortar building out 

there, but that’s not the most 

important thing. We have 

to keep our sight on what’s 

important, and that’s educating 

kids. They can sit in a two dollar 

desk in a trailer and learn better 

here than they can in a beautiful 

building at a school that doesn’t 

have the standards that we do 

for academics. The facility is 

just the facility.” Kylie Holley,  

Pataula Charter Academy

27 Carpenter, Charter School Board University;	Blakemore,	A Public School of Your Own;	Frumkin,	Manno,	and	Edgington,	The Strategic Management of 
Charter Schools;	Lake,	Schumwinger,	and	Petty,	The New Schools Handbook.
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the FirSt BuilDing DoeSn’t have  
to Be the PerManent loCation.
An expensive misconception exists among charter founders that they need to open doors in a permanent 

location. First locations are often temporary homes, and we heard founders warn against exhausting 

searches for the perfect space. Keep in mind that learning can happen in many environments, and a young 

charter may have the flexibility to utilize multi-purpose spaces for cafeterias, physical education spaces, and 

assembly locations. Only when a school has been open for a number of years and has an operating history 

does it becomes easier to get loans or conduct a major capital campaign to move into a long-term location.   

ManagIng TalenT 
Great teaching is critical to a new charter school. Personnel will be the largest expense from the budget.  

This means that hiring the right people and helping them improve is one of the key levers for ensuring a 

strong start.

uSe the SChool’S MiSSion anD  
valueS to attraCt teaCherS.
Charter schools are a choice for teachers, too. A new charter school should be explicit about the types of 

teachers they want for the school, and clear about its values, culture, and the expectations of teachers. This 

will help to ensure that teachers feel comfortable with the fit.28 Because being part of a larger movement 

is attractive to high-performing people, founders should highlight the fact that candidates will have the 

opportunity to join a founding team. Further, the most talented teachers secure jobs early in the hiring 

process, so prioritize teacher hiring months in advance of the first day of school.29 Establishing high 

expectations for teachers, and making those expectations clear from the outset, helps ensure that staff 

When dekalb paTh academy - a school whose mission is to develop the knowledge, skills, and character of refugee, 

immigrant, and local children in a safe and nurturing environment - opened its doors in 2002, scholars ate only 

Kosher meals. paTh’s students were not Jewish, but in order to spend money on students and teachers, the school 

rented space from an orthodox Jewish high school 

during its first year. That year, paTh consisted of 

a total of four classrooms, so it was not financially 

prudent for the school to seek its own space. The 

arrangement was never meant to be long-term, 

so, in year two, paTh leased an old school building, which is owned by a reputable university in an upscale area in 

brookhaven. The building required a great deal of elbow grease as the founder’s husband painted half of the new 

facility. still, the space was too large for the young school, so the founder subleased a wing of the building to the 

head start program, covering the rent expenses, with the exception of utilities, for two years.
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28 Merseth and Cooper, Inside Urban Charter Schools.
29 levin and quinn, “Missed opportunities: how We keep high-quality teachers our of urban Classrooms.”
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members will be committed and fully informed 

of the hard work that lies ahead.  

CoMPenSation ShoulD 
Be CoMPetitive With  
the DiStriCt. 
Compensation and benefits also play a role in 

recruiting human capital. A charter school’s 

pay should remain competitive to the district, 

but making explicit promises to be tied to the 

district salary can create budget inflexibility. 

Another way to recruit and retain teachers is to 

maintain some flexibility in the salary structure 

in order to offer bonuses to particularly 

effective teachers. While not specific to charter 

schools, a recent evaluation of an alternative 

compensation system found that the new pay 

system reduced teacher attrition, particularly among teachers who received incentives that totaled more 

than $5000.30

the ProFeSSional Culture oF the SChool Can helP 
retain anD reCruit teaCherS. 
Teacher autonomy is a huge piece that may attract teachers to a charter school, and a culture of developing 

and coaching people can be persuasive to new teachers trying to start a career. Relevant professional 

development, driven by teacher needs, as well as a leadership pipeline can retain effective teachers. Charters 

have the distinctive responsibility of molding teachers from many different backgrounds into a functioning 

team. Informal means of professional development, such as mentoring, coaching, frequent classroom 

observations with immediate feedback, and feedback on lesson plans, are favored by many charter schools 

and can help mold the team.31

Setting grounD ruleS 
For eFFeCtive hiring 
PraCtiCeS PreventS 
Future heaDaCheS. 
Implementing a good hiring system is crucial 

for recruiting effective staff. Applicants should 

teach a sample lesson in addition to a face-

to-face interview with behavior and inventory 

questions. To evaluate effectiveness, see how 

well teachers can receive and implement 

feedback. Spending as much time as possible 

inside the school building with the candidate 

can be helpful, but also poses a challenge if the 

school is not yet open. To be clear, the overall 

“Teachers are your best commodity, 

and they have to be your students. I 

don’t know any other way to explain 

it. I tell them all the time, ‘You’re my 

dinner conversation now, y’all are my 

family.’ It’s not just lip service. It’s the 

real deal here. They take care of each 

other, I take care of them, and they take 

care of me.” -Lisa McDonald, Brighten Academy

30	Fulbeck,	“Teacher	Mobility	and	Financial	Incentives:	A	Descriptive	Analysis	of	Denver’s	ProComp.”
31 Buddin and zimmer, “Student achievement in Charter Schools”; Merseth and Cooper, Inside Urban Charter Schools.
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hiring procedure and practice should 

be aligned with the school’s mission 

to ensure that selected applicants 

are aligned as well. Founders also 

recommended hiring teachers who 

can be flexible. With the changes that 

will be inevitable in the first year, a 

new charter school needs teachers 

who can pivot when needs change.

reCruit FroM 
everYWhere 
anD think aBout 
alternative 
teaChing PrograMS. 
Recruiting from all angles and 

thinking outside of the box can be 

a useful way to find high quality 

teachers. For example, many 

participants mentioned the Teach For 

America alumni pipeline and similar programs as a way of hiring experienced, passionate teachers. Other 

places that were mentioned include career fairs; online job boards such as Craigslist.org and Idealist.org; 

traditional teacher preparatory colleges; retired teachers or younger teachers; TeachGA.com; and posting 

on the charter’s website. Good teachers are not looking at the help wanted ads; be aggressive and recruit 

teachers from where they currently are. 

exPeCt StaFF turnover. 
Staff turnover frequently arose as an area of difficulty for new charters, both in our interviews and in existing 

literature.32 The use of 

at-will contracts makes it 

easy for schools to let go 

of ineffective teachers, 

and the highest teacher 

turnover generally 

occurs in the first year 

of a charter school’s 

operation. Successful 

charters have addressed 

retention by employing 

incentive programs, 

scaled salaries, and the 

option for teachers to 

attend graduate school 

free of cost.33 Teacher 

appreciation, trust, and 

“We really reached out to [Teach for 

America] and said, ‘This is the makeup of the 

teacher we need for this kind of school. Can 

you help us source that?’ And they gave us a 

whole list. I certainly relied on those pipeline 

programs, because there are a million other 

things to think about when you’re starting 

a school. I would recommend relying on 

alternative recruitment programs. Utilizing 

their expertise in recruitment and selection 

can take a huge load off.” –Derwin Sisnett,  

Power Center Academy

“It is key to part ways with people after year one 

as soon as you know they are not a good fit for the 

mission. Don’t hesitate on this. Founders should hire 

slow and fire fast. Take the time on the front end to 

go through all the hiring processes, but don’t waste 

time if you know it’s not there. You’ll pay for it in the 

end. It will strain the organization if you wait and 

let people go after two or three years as opposed to 

after one year.” –Jim Leckrone, East End Preparatory School

32 Carter, “lessons learned in Dreamland”; Downing, Spencer, and Cavallaro, “the Development of an inclusive Charter elementary School”; Sullins and Miron, 
Challenges of Starting and Operating Charter Schools.
33 Merseth and Cooper, Inside Urban Charter Schools.
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recognition can go a long way in keeping effective teachers satisfied. Further, building relationships by 

discussing decisions with staff leads to buy-in. At the same time, new charter schools should not be afraid to 

dismiss teachers if they are not effective.

Multi-talenteD PeoPle Can Fill MultiPle roleS. 
Effectively staffing a charter school during its start-up years requires prioritizing essential roles and then 

finding the right people to fill those roles. Besides teachers, the schools in this study often began with an 

office manager and a director of operations. Finding one person to fill both roles was the ideal. During 

the start-up years a founder must prioritize finding highly talented people who can fill multiple roles. For 

example, some teachers could be dual certified in special education and a subject area. Or an academic dean 

could be an expert on Response to Intervention, an intervention program for students who need extra help. 

Prioritizing hiring an instructional specialist or curriculum coach can help fulfill multiple teacher needs 

and take some responsibility off the school leader. Despite the frequent expectation that staff members wear 

many hats, founders also made sure to recognize the demands on teachers and show their appreciation for 

the dedication shown by staff.

looking back at hiring his first set of teachers for Kindezi, dean leeper advised, “Treat it like it’s the most important 

part of your job. If it ends up taking the majority of your time, you’re probably doing something right. The quality 

of your school is going to be dictated by who you have in it.” Kindezi literally translates as home school, and that’s 

how leeper began working with children. In 2010 

he realized his dream of opening a school of his 

own. one of his first orders of business was finding 

and molding a staff that was mission-aligned. 

due to rising unemployment, there were plenty of 

applicants, but few were high quality. looking back, leeper thinks he probably could have kept advertising limited 

to craigslist and idealist.org. once candidates made it through an initial screening, leeper took time to visit their 

classrooms either in person or by having them tape one of their lessons, so that he could determine if they were 

differentiating instruction in the classroom. applicants also were required to write essays on the benefits of smaller 

class sizes and read leeper’s manifesto, so that they would have a clear idea of what kind of school Kindezi would 

be. leeper wanted his teachers to mirror his student body in terms of demographics, but always prioritized strong 

teaching over an applicant’s skin color. leeper makes Kindezi a desirable place to work by giving his teachers 

autonomy in the classroom, ample planning time, influence on how school funds are spent, and a voice in all school-

wide decisions. he also pairs each new teacher with a veteran staff member. What stood out most about Kindezi’s 

staff was the fact that many staff members had families of their own, a feat that is rare in a charter school world 

traditionally staffed by young employees who have not yet started a family. In fact, during the 2013-2014 school 

year, Kindezi’s staff had seven babies, and while maternity leave could be seen as an obstacle, leeper views it as an 

opportunity to bring in new talent.

School Profile
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ManagIng exTernal relaTIons
On the road to founding a stand-alone charter school, it’s important that founders identify and collaborate 

with two of their most vital constituents: parents and community organizations. Parents have the potential 

to be a new school’s strongest allies or most 

fierce enemies. By involving parents in school 

culture, charter schools hope to bridge the 

gap between home and school, overcoming 

obstacles that seemed insurmountable without 

such a connection.34 Further, the importance of 

community partnerships cannot be understated. 

Many charter schools would never make it out 

of the start-up phase if not for assistance from 

neighborhood and community groups. Indeed, 

developing strong community partnerships 

while the vision for the school is taking shape is critical to ensuring that the school meets community 

needs. When utilized properly, these two groups can propel a good charter school to a great charter school. 

CoMMuniCate With ParentS earlY...anD oFten...anD in 
everY WaY iMaginaBle.  
The charter school experts we interviewed described a multitude of ways 

schools tried to break down walls between the school and its parents: 

giving teachers’ cell phone numbers to families, weekly newsletters or 

email updates, home visits, school dinners, demonstration nights, and 

regular calls home were just a few. Home visits appear to be particularly 

powerful in building lasting relationships with families.35 Our research 

illustrates that establishing positive connections with families helps ease 

communication when a problem arises.  

Be tranSParent anD Clear With 
ParentS at all tiMeS.  
A charter school founder must be very clear in relationships with parents 

from the outset. This clarity means parents should fully understand a 

school’s philosophy and mission, as well as the expectations for students 

and parents. Founders recounted that the community meetings they held 

in the early stages of building the vision for the school paid dividends 

when it was time to recruit students. Parents in their targeted community 

already had a sense of who they were and what the school was about. Being 

clear with parents from the beginning, and conveying this information via 

handbooks and open houses, is critical to ensuring that parents are making 

informed choices about whether the school is a right fit for them. It can also 

minimize parents being surprised or upset over uniform codes or extended 

school days.36 Five of the founders we interviewed required or suggested 

that parents volunteer at the school a certain number of hours over the 

year, and all mentioned that they repeatedly emphasized this point before 

parents even enrolled their students.

“It’s a requirement. You have to build 

strong alliances with parents and 

community members and leaders.”  
– Nina Gilbert, Ivy Preparatory Academy

“[The principal], for 

example, lives in the 

neighborhood now. 

He goes to all the 

community meetings, 

and he is seen as the 

face of Drew. Parents 

know him, they talk to 

him at the community 

garden, or at the first 

tea, or at the Villages 

Back To School Day.  

He is seen all around 

the community as the 

face of the school. ”  
– Carol Naughton, Charles R. 

Drew Charter School

34	Frumkin,	Manno,	and	Edgington,	The Strategic Management of Charter Schools.
35	Maxwell,	“Opening	a	School	Draws	on	All	of	Founders’	Skills”;	Mathews,	Work Hard. Be Nice.
36 Betts and hill, Taking Measure of Charter Schools.
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reMeMBer that When Dealing With ParentS, SChoolS 
are in the BuSineSS oF CuStoMer ServiCe.  
Founders have to remember that they are providing a service not only to children, but to their families as 

well. As such, successful founders in our study—not to mention the employees they hired to work the front 

office—repeatedly went above and beyond in their interactions with families. The schools we toured almost 

exclusively exercised an open-door policy in which parents were always welcome to schedule a visit to 

observe their child’s classroom. Schools with large non-English speaking populations provided translators 

at conferences, and one school gave all parents USB drives with teachers’ lesson plans. Founders can 

foster relationships by taking parents’ work schedules and family situations into account when scheduling 

events, meetings, and conferences. One school provided 

transportation for parents to attend meetings, and many 

schools utilized surveys to gauge parental satisfaction. 

get ParentS in the BuilDing.  
It doesn’t take an event planner to get families in a school 

building and create a true sense of community in a school. 

Founders we interviewed put on family nights, dine outs at 

local restaurants, and even brought in a violinist to play in 

the cafeteria on a day where families were invited to have 

lunch with their children. Alternatively, a few schools held 

all-parent assemblies a few times over the course of the 

school year to field parents’ questions and concerns. Several 

schools explained their decision to not offer transportation, 

because they wanted a chance to connect with a parent 

twice a day at drop off and pick up. Once parents are in the building, it 

becomes much easier to familiarize them with volunteer opportunities or 

roles with Parent Teacher Associations. Such involvement helps parents 

feel a sense of ownership over their children’s schools. One best practice 

we came across was posting a volunteer opportunity board in the school 

entrance so parents could see where their skills best matched the needs of 

the school. 

eMPhaSize loCal CoMMunitY 
PartnerShiPS.
Some charter schools struggle with creating a sense of community when 

they enroll children from across the city, but the successful schools we 

studied found ways to be integrated with the community. As an example, 

a charter middle school in Memphis that wanted to enrich academics with a music program shared space 

with a museum commemorating a renowned record label. The school partnered with the museum to create 

a culture permeated with music (positive rewards are referred to as Grammys) and brought in the Memphis 

Symphony Orchestra to formally mentor students. 

keeP PartnerShiPS StrategiC, ConCrete, anD SYMBiotiC.  
The best partnerships produce tangible results and are beneficial for both parties. This means making 

the effort to partner with organizations whose visions and missions are comparable to yours. In Atlanta, 

“If you do not start 

off as a community-

based school, you 

at least need to be 

community focused.” 
– David Frank, New York City 

Charter School Center
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one charter school created a partnership with the local museum, zoo, and botanical gardens and would 

frequently take curriculum-aligned field trips to give students a hands-on taste of what they were learning 

about in the classroom. These clearly defined partnerships allowed the school to base its curriculum on 

experiential learning and exposed numerous children and their families to local educational attractions. 

Above all, charter schools should be strategic in forming partnerships to ensure the partnerships help them 

achieve the core elements of their mission.37

Be MinDFul oF the Future - anD the PreSent.  
Given the high number of charter schools whose mission is to see to it that their scholars attend selective 

high schools and colleges, it’s imperative for founders to build bridges with the schools that they want their 

students to attend. In this vein, an Atlanta school developed partnerships with a nearby private school, three 

local colleges, Harvard University, and African American fraternities. Also, founders should not hesitate to 

reach out to other founders who have already learned some lessons the hard way and are familiar with the 

charter landscape. A Nashville elementary charter worked closely with other local charters, as well as the 

national support organization Building Excellent Schools, to share best practices during the start-up phase. 

With the school year winding down, awards ceremonies at Charles r. drew Charter school brought hordes of 

parents and siblings to celebrate and reward student success. a superbly designed, large glass atrium greets visitors 

as they enter the school, and it was clear that families are far from strangers at drew. at the front desk, several 

staff members talked to families as if they were, 

well, family.  This feeling of warmth and welcome 

at the school’s entrance was no accident; drew 

purposefully collaborates with families to create 

a culture of customer service and forges bonds 

with local organizations to propel student growth inside and outside the classroom. drew is part of a holistic 

neighborhood revitalization led by the east lake foundation, and collaborates closely with other neighborhood 

partners, including the east lake foundation; the villages of east lake, a mixed income rental housing community; 

the east lake family yMCa; the first Tee of east lake; and two high quality early learning programs.  The school 

was designed and built by the east lake foundation, with a bright entranceway to make families feel like they were 

sending their children into an environment of learning.  as the core part of the cradle to college education pipeline, 

the school also has a staff member dedicated to enhancing family engagement.   partnerships developed by drew 

and the east lake foundation in literacy and sTeaM  have helped students reach high levels of academic success.  

This purposeful engagement of parents and the broader community helped drew move from having the lowest 

scores in the state to the highest. 
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37 Sullins and Miron, Challenges of Starting and operating Charter Schools.
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perforManCe MonITorIng and 
aCCounTabIlITy

New charter schools are in a unique position to monitor 

their performance accurately because they have no prior 

record of test scores to guide them. Establishing solid 

internal accountability measures can help direct charters 

by successfully providing on-the-spot information. Interim 

assessments, clear goals, and authorizer accountability can 

help start-up charters accurately plan for strong results. 

aCCountaBilitY to the Charter 
authorizerS anD State teSting 
Set the Bar externallY. 
External accountability, whether from standardized test scores 

or authorizers, plays a huge part in a new founder’s thoughts, 

as the authorizer can shut down a charter if results are not high 

enough.38 Founders should use their annual charter report as a 

guide to help keep track of the goals. Additionally, benchmark 

assessments should be aligned with the state tests, because 

with the right frequency of data cycles, successful founders 

have been able to change course when they realize something 

is not working. Founders also mentioned focusing on higher-

order thinking necessary for college and careers.

uSe interiM aSSeSSMentS to 
Monitor ProgreSS internallY. 
Although test scores have become the primary way of 

measuring success,39 other measures can include student 

portfolios, parent surveys, and student demonstrations of 

mastery.40 Many of the schools we interviewed cited MAP41 as 

an internal test, because it assesses students across the nation 

three times a year, allowing schools to see how they stack up 

to counterparts across the country. Charter schools have used 

formal evaluation systems, frequent assessments, data analysis, 

and formal teacher meetings as a means of internal accountability.42 The importance of internal accountability 

is underscored by the fact that many charter-authorizing agencies have weak accountability systems for their 

schools. For that reason, schools might need to create their own accountability mechanisms.43 

holD the SChool anD itS StakeholDerS  
aCCountaBle to the MiSSion.   
With the many demands on charter schools, it is easy to lose focus. Successful charter schools focus 

accountability around whether they are fulfilling their mission. When measuring mission alignment, it 

“The success comes, not 

from the principal and 

not just from the teacher, 

though the teacher is more 

important than the principal 

every time. It comes from the 

community for each child. 

Nobody is going to be in the 

back of the classroom in the 

traditional sense. Nobody is 

going to be able to escape 

accountability in the most 

positive sense of the term. 

Everybody is going to be 

a part of this community, 

and everybody is going to 

be successful.” – Members of 

the International Community School 

Founding Group

38	Finn,	Manno,	and	Vanourek,	“Getting	Charter	Schools	Started.”
39	Zimmer,	“Getting	Inside	the	Black	Box.”
40 zimmer et al., “Charter School operations and Performance.”
41 nationally normed assessments administered by northwest evaluation association.
42 Merseth and Cooper, Inside Urban Charter Schools.
43 griffin and Wohlstetter, “Building a Plane While Flying it.”
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is important to have a board that is willing to develop metrics for a mission, and to measure this metric 

multiple times throughout the course of the year. Additionally, after creating the mission statement—

preferably with the board’s active role—the existing literature recommends that parents and community 

members frequently assess the success of the 

mission.44 This can be done through parent 

feedback surveys or by welcoming the parents 

and community through an open house.

CoMMuniCate goalS to 
all ConStituentS So 
there iS ClaritY anD 
tranSParenCY. 
To keep stakeholders informed on the status 

of their schools, charter leaders should create 

clear goals in their initial charter and regularly 

update all stakeholders, including parents, 

students, the board, government entities, and 

the broader public, on progress towards those 

goals.45 In fact, many of the charter schools 

we interviewed considered parent satisfaction 

and staff culture an important accountability 

measure. That’s consistent with broader research that charter schools feel most accountable to their local 

school community.46

“I think schools that are successful 

in this area kind of start out with a 

focus on accountability from the 

start. You’re gaining a high level of 

autonomy and ability to do what you 

want in exchange for accountability. 

It’s the other half of the bargain. 

Accountability is how you demonstrate 

that you should exist.”  – Anne Herr, Focus DC 

located in rural southwestern georgia, pataula Charter academy was founded by a group of parents who were 

dissatisfied with the educational options for their children. Currently a K-10 school, pataula is focused on providing 

a safe and orderly learning environment with an expeditionary learning approach, a reform model that focuses on 

active learning. The principal, Kylie holley, was one 

of those founding parents and helped write the 

charter petition. In writing their petition, Ms. holley 

recommends that founders be very clear on the 

charter school’s goals. Ms. holley uses the goals 

outlined in pataula’s petition to regularly update the governing board, teachers, and other stakeholders about their 

progress. she strives to maintain open communication with all stakeholders that these are the goals the school is 

trying to meet. While the charter school is only required to make one annual report to the state commission, she 

keeps a draft of the report on hand to use it as her guide. Keeping the report nearby serves as a reminder of the 

goals the school has committed to and must report on at the end of the year.
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44 Curry, Charter School Leadership Elements for School Success.
45	Lake,	Schumwinger,	and	Petty,	The New Schools Handbook.
46 griffin and Wohlstetter, “Building a Plane While Flying it.”



34

reCruITIng sTudenTs
Charters cannot succeed, academically or economically, unless they fill their desks with students. As 

mentioned earlier, financial problems is the reason two thirds of charters close their doors. Of the charters 

that close due to financial problems, half close due to insufficient enrollment.47 Recruitment is an essential 

part of the founding process, and a challenge unique to charter schools. Past research shows that students 

enroll in charters for a number of reasons, including educational programming, parental involvement, 

safety, location, and teacher quality.48 

StaY true to the MiSSion.
As with all aspects of charter schools, the mission remains a central component of the recruitment process. 

Schools must be thoughtful about the types of students they want to educate—as outlined in their mission 

statement—and actively recruit these students. Recruiting a certain student body, however, must always be 

in line with state laws and requirements regarding open enrollment. Charter schools have the flexibility and 

autonomy to target certain populations in their recruitment efforts, but still must follow open enrollment 

requirements. One school in our study specifically recruited students from within the neighborhood, others 

sought disadvantaged students who needed better options, others looked for diversity in terms of race and 

economic backgrounds, while still others focused specifically on English Language Learners. In all cases, the 

schools’ recruiting strategies traced back to their mission and their belief that they could create better life 

opportunities for any child they sought to serve. 

PounD the PaveMent.
Recruiting families is essentially a grassroots effort as most charter school parents learn about the school 

from family or friends.49 Schools in our study recruited families by:

•	 Knocking	on	doors	and	helping	families	fill	out	applications	

•	 Hosting	town	hall	meetings,	open	houses	and	school	tours

•	 Encouraging	families	of	already-enrolled	students	to	advocate	on	the	

school’s behalf

•	 Broadcasting	newspaper	and	radio	ads

•	 Dispersing	fliers	in	the	mail	and	at	local	businesses

•	 Posting	ads	on	buses,	benches,	and	billboards

•	 Setting	up	booths	at	enrollment	fairs,	local	stores,	and	libraries

•	 Leveraging	any	board	members	with	marketing	experience

•	 Creating	websites

•	 Forging	relationships	with	community	leaders,	feeder	schools,	and	pre-k	programs

•	 Contacting	the	state	for	a	list	of	students	in	a	certain	age	range.

When recruiting in person, schools were most successful setting up in locations where entire families would 

be present. This allowed founders to express their passion to children and parents alike. 

Be honeSt, exPeCt attrition.
When recruiting, founders must take care to be extremely honest, consistent, and forthright about their 

vision for the school’s culture and the role that parents will be required to play. This is especially true when 

parent contracts (agreements between the school and parents for what is expected) are involved. Founders 

“It’s always actually 

been word of 

mouth.” – Lisa McDonald, 

Brighten Academy

47 Carpenter, Charter School Board University.
48	Bulkley	and	Fisler,	“A	Decade	of	Charter	Schools.”
49 Carpenter, The Seven Outs;	Gifford,	Keller,	and	Institute,	Arizona’s Charter Schools.
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can also expect to encounter a good deal of attrition during the first months of a school’s existence. One 

possible explanation for high attrition comes parents who choose the charter school because they are 

dissatisfied with some aspect of their former school but don’t really 

understand the vision or expectations of the school they are now 

choosing. A handful of schools in our study, even though highly 

successful over the years, lost around half of their original students 

by graduation. On the other hand, a few schools have had wait lists 

since before they opened. What was clear in all of our schools was 

that retention and recruitment came much easier only after a school’s 

academic performance led to a strong reputation.

the Weighting gaMe.
Most of the charters in our study utilized a wait list and lottery system. 

The lottery system ensures that enrollment procedures are fair. In 

addition, many of our schools created “weighted lotteries” that favored 

certain populations so that the school could best fulfill its mission. 

This meant that in a handful of schools, neighborhood children had 

first choice at attendance. However, charter schools must be careful 

to ensure that lotteries and enrollment priorities are consistent with 

state law as the requirements for student admission and priority differ 

among states and even among different types of charter schools in the 

same state. Schools often gave preference to siblings and children of 

employees, and some schools try to attract enough students to ensure 

that their student bodies are diverse in terms of socio-economic status.  

take a StanCe on tranSPortation.
Transportation proved to be a divisive issue amongst our founders. 

Founders who firmly believed in providing a school for the 

neighborhood chose not to provide transportation. For these schools, no transportation meant more 

neighborhood children walking to school, more families in the building, and thus more opportunities for 

families to speak with teachers and administrators. Other schools took the stance that, ‘You don’t really have 

choice if you don’t have transportation.’ Schools in this camp, some of which were rural, acknowledged that 

providing transportation proved costly and logistically difficult, but was crucial for students who wanted 

to enroll and did not live close by. Schools that did provide transportation typically picked up students at 

central locations rather than making door to door stops. 
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ConClusIon
Starting a charter school requires a great deal of forethought and hard work before doors open on day one. 

That hard work continues throughout the year as the culture is established and the academic program 

is carried out. Consequently, there is no checklist to starting a great charter school. Instead, there is a 

multitude of simultaneous tasks that need to be attended to at once. Starting with the mission is critical to 

a new charter school. Practicing purposeful thought about how every decision can lead back to fulfilling 

the mission and vision of the school made successful schools stand out. All of the founders we interviewed 

stressed being mission-driven, and the mission was deeply ingrained into the students as well as the school 

building. Attending to business operations along with the academic program is also critical to starting 

strong. While public schools often rely on district offices to take care of operations such as transportation 

and school lunches, a charter school founder has the responsibility of managing the business side 

with accuracy. Starting a charter school is a team effort that takes a considerable amount of hard work, 

purposeful thought, and dedication.

The International Community school is a demographically diverse elementary school in deKalb County. The school 

was formed when a veteran educator happened to sit next to a freelance writer at a lecture about refugees. The 

pair realized they shared a vision of a school that brought refugee and immigrant children together with native 

students for the benefit of both groups. excited 

about this shared goal, they soon formed a small 

group of about 10-15 people to develop the vision 

of the school, including a larger group through 

community meetings. Through this process, they 

formed strong partnerships with local refugee organizations and also developed an International baccalaureate 

program to attract upper income families. The school also knew it needed to provide transportation for its diverse 

student body to come to the centralized location of the school, as well as assistants who speak the multitude of 

languages of the refugee families. When it opened a few years later, the school fulfilled its goal of bringing refugee 

and native students together. The school is currently about one-third refugee students, one-third native students 

from low-income families, and one-third native students from middle-income families. Walking through the school, 

a visitor can see students from different backgrounds interacting with each other and the intentional use of mixed 

ability groups in instruction, neither of which would have been possible if not for purposeful recruiting. 

School Profile
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State School First 
year of 
operation

grades Percent 
Caucasian

Percent 
Black

Percent 
hispanic

Percent 
Frl

Percent 
female

ga atlanta neighborhood Charter School 2002* k-8 62% 28% 4% 22% 48%

ga Brighten academy 2006 k-8 51% 39% 5% 29.3% 54%

ga Dekalb Path academy 2002 5-8 1% 10% 84% 97.5% 54%

ga Charles r. Drew Charter School 2000 Prek-9 11% 83% 2% 58.8% 52%

ga Fulton leadership academy 2010 6-9 0% 100% 0% 62.12% 0%

ga the kindezi School 2010 k-6 7% 88% 1% 70.53% 44%

ga Museum School of avondale estates 2010 k-6 62% 22% 4% 0% 48%

ga Pataula Charter academy 2010 k-9 80% 12% 5% 70.57% 47%

ga ivy Preparatory academy School gwinnett 2008 6-11 3% 76% 13% 55.99% 100%

ga international Community School** 2002 k-5 19% 41% 4% 60.8% 52%

Fl the archimedean academy 2002 k-5 12% # 81% 47.5% 49.4%

Fl City	of	Pembroke	Pines	Charter	School 2004 k-5 19% 23% 49% 26% 50%

Fl terrace Community Middle School 1998 6-8 44% 10% 18% 17% 53%

Fl trinity School for Children, lower School 1999 k-5 42% 8% 45% 17% 51%

tn east end Preparatory School 2011 k-1 6.2% 86% 7% 90% 54%

tn Power Center academy 2011 9-12 0% 99% 0% 67% 56%

tn Promise academy 2005 k-5 0% 94% 4% 92% 50%

tn SteM Preparatory academy 2011 5-8 11% 21% 66% 93% 50%

tn Soulsville Charter School 2005 6-12 0% 98% 0% 81% 51%

appendIx a: parTICIpaTIng sChools

*Atlanta Neighborhood Charter Schools is the result of a 2011 merger between Neighborhood Charter 

School and Atlanta Charter Middle School.  Our interview focused on the 2002 founding of Neighborhood 

Charter School. 

**International Community School is the only participating school with a significant portion (36%) of Asian 

students. Due to their focus on refugee populations, the numbers across racial and ethnic categories reflect 

both native-born and immigrant populations.

Note: Data for Georgia and Florida reflect the 2013-14 school year while data for Tennessee reflects the 

2012-13 school year. Data for the Georgia schools came from the Georgia Department of Education’s Free 

and Reduced Price Meal Eligibility tracker (http://app3.doe.k12.ga.us/ows-bin/owa/fte_pack_frl001_public.

entry_form) and the Enrollment by Ethnicity/Race, Gender and Grade Level (PK-12) tracker  (http://app3.

doe.k12.ga.us/ows-bin/owa/fte_pack_ethnicsex.entry_form). Data for the Florida schools came from the 

Florida Department of Education Student Data Publication and Reports (http://www.fldoe.org/eias/eiaspubs/

pubstudent.asp). Data for the Tennessee schools came from the  Tennessee Department of Education School 

Level Profile Data Files (http://www.tn.gov/education/data/download_data.shtml). 
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appendIx b: addITIonal resourCes
The following resources are provided for charter school founders who want to learn more about many of the 

recommendations in this report. Two resources cut across the domains, while others are focused on specific 

domains.

http://www.charterschoolcenter.org/ - A host of quality, online resources dedicated to creating effective 

charter schools. A number of the resources below are curated on this site. 

Inside Urban Charter Schools by Katherine Merseth - Profile of five high-performing charter schools in 

Massachusetts with detailed school profiles as well as commonalities across the schools. 

FoCuSing on the MiSSion
Mission Statements.Com - An extensive list of example missions statements from all levels of school. 

http://www.missionstatements.com/school_mission_statements.html

How to Help Your School Thrive Without Breaking the Bank by John Gabriel and Paul Farmer - Contains a 

chapter focusing on developing a vision and a mission. 

http://www.ascd.org/publications/books/107042/chapters/developing-a-vision-and-a-mission.aspx

eStaBliShing eFFeCtive governanCe
Charter School Board University by Brian Carpenter - An introduction to charter governance that gives 

detailed accounts of the roles and relationships of effective boards. 

Charter School Governing Board Training Handbook - A tool for equipping board members with the 

knowledge they need to fulfill their duties. 

http://www.charterschoolcenter.org/resource/charter-school-governing-board-training-handbook

Good to Govern: Evaluating Capacity of Charter School Founding Boards - Provides metrics for measuring 

board capacity and effectiveness. 

http://www.charterschoolcenter.org/resource/good-govern-evaluating-capacity-charter-school-founding-

boards

eStaBliShing eFFeCtive leaDerShiP anD Culture
Building Excellent Schools - A leadership pipeline program that helps potential leaders design, found, and 

lead urban charter schools. 

http://buildingexcellentschools.org/

Charter School Leadership by Cameron Curry - A successful California charter school leader’s book about 

elements for school success. 

Leveraging Leadership by Paul Bambrick-Santoyo - Written by the managing director of Uncommon 

Schools, this book came highly recommended during a number of our interviews and was almost always 

found on bookshelves of leaders with whom we spoke. 

The Georgia Leadership Institute for School Improvement offers school and district level leadership 

training programs. Additionally, Performance Based Modules are available to create performance leadership 

handbook. http://www.glisi.org/leadershipdevelopment -AND/OR- http://www.glisi.org/pbm
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DeveloPing the aCaDeMiC PrograM
Common Core Georgia Performance Standards - Host of resources helping Georgia schools and educators 

understand and execute Common Core Learning Standards. 

http://www.gadoe.org/curriculum-instruction-and-assessment/curriculum-and-instruction/pages/ccgps.

aspx

Education Plan: Mission and Purposes - presentation that assists planning teams in creating an academic 

program aligned to a school’s mission. 

http://www.nyccharterschools.org/resources/education-plan-mission-purposes

Managing BuSineSS oPerationS
Charter School Business Management (CSBM) - A New York City organization that aims to empower charter 

schools with financial education, resources, and services. CSBM offers group workshops as well as one-on-

one professional development. 

http://www.csbm.com/

New York City Charter School Center’s Vendor Analysis Toolkit - a tool meant to aid and focus decision-

making when schools choose vendors for supplies, services, or consultants. 

http://www.nyccharterschools.org/resources/vendor-analysis

aCquiring anD alloCating reSourCeS
A Cost Estimation Tool for Charter Schools - Toolkit created by the National Resource Center on Charter 

School Finance and Governance that provides founders with means to identify and estimate range of 

costs and timing of expenditures that will be encountered during start-up years. Includes templates and 

worksheets. 

http://www.charterschoolcenter.org/resource/cost-estimation-tool-charter-schools

Charter School Programs Grant Competitions - A collection of eight federal, competitive grants available for 

charter schools. 

http://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/oii/csp/about-cs-competitions.html

HUD Block Grant Funds - Contact local municipal or county officials to inquire about eligibility for HUD 

funds. 

http://portal.hud.gov/hudportal/HUD?src=/program_offices/comm_planning/communitydevelopment/

apply

Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation - A national philanthropic organization that has a long history of 

donating to educational organizations.  FAQ for grantseekers below:

http://www.gatesfoundation.org/How-We-Work/General-Information/Grantseeker-FAQ

Walton Foundation - National foundation that dedicates a significant amount of their spending to 

education reform. The Public Charter Startup Grant program supports the creation of public charters. 

http://www.waltonfamilyfoundation.org/grantees/public-charter-startup-grant-program

Donors Choose -  A website where teachers post needed classroom resources and supplies. Online 

donations from users across the country fund the teachers’ wishlists. 

http://www.donorschoose.org/
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aCquiring FaCilitieS
Building Hope -  Organization that supports high quality public schools across the country by providing 

technical and financial assistance for educational facilities. 

http://www.buildinghope.org/

Charter Schools Development Corporation - A National non-profit whose mission is to focus on the facilities 

and finance needs of charter schools. 

http://csdc.org/

Managing talent
Teach Georgia - Portal where schools can list hiring needs. 

https://www.teachgeorgia.org/

Teach Like a Champion by Doug Lemov - a collection of field-tested techniques to improve teacher practice. 

Workshops around the techniques occur regularly. 

http://teachlikeachampion.com/

Teach for America - National pipeline of new teachers who have been vetted by a rigorous selection process. 

http://www.teachforamerica.org/our-organization

Georgia Teaching Fellows - Alternative teaching certification program for teachers who wish to teach in 

Atlanta, Augusta, and Columbus.

http://tntpteachingfellows.org/georgia

The New Teacher Project - National pipeline that recruits and trains strong teachers

http://tntp.org/what-we-do/supply-strong-new-teachers

Managing external relationS
A Resource Guide for Building Successful Partnerships between Charter Schools and  School Management 

Organizations – This resource discusses relationships with educational service providers.

http://www.publiccharters.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/01/file_Charting_a_Clear_Course_2005_

final_20110402T222339.pdf

PerForManCe Monitoring anD aCCountaBilitY
Common Core Learning Standards - A set of national educational standards meant to promote higher-level 

thinking and college readiness.  Adopted by Georgia in 2010. 

http://www.corestandards.org/

MAP - Measures of Academic Progress test used as internal accountability tool by multiple schools in our 

study. 

https://www.nwea.org/assessments/map/

Kickboard - Platform for entering and analyzing multiple types of student data, from test scores to classroom 

behavior to special education data management. 

http://www.kickboardforteachers.com/

Fountas and Pinnell - Series of leveled readers so that teachers can keep running records of students’ 

abilities and frequently assess reading level. 
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http://www.fountasandpinnellleveledbooks.com/

National Alliance for Public Charter schools provides a Charter School Accountability Checklist

http://www.publiccharters.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/04/Charter-Schools-are-Accountable.pdf

reCruiting StuDentS
Rediker Software - A Computer-based admissions tool that manages enrollment and wait list data. 

http://www.rediker.com/admissions/charter-school-enrollment?gclid=CjwKEAjw9-CfBRD8lt_

w86zJiDUSJAADZA385tkdJMZKusP_g4tQ7jL6_y-tOyvmx0BQRlxhVlBowRoCZGbw_wcB

NYC charter schools have a tip sheet for recruiting ELL students along with other helpful resources. 

http://www.nyccharterschools.org/ellresources
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