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DATE:
FEBRUARY 21, 2008
TO:

ARDELLA DAILEY, SUPERINTENDENT



MEMBERS OF THE BOARD OF EDUCATION

FROM:
CHARTER SCHOOL EVALUATION COMMITTEE

SUBJECT:
EVALUATION OF THE RLA CHARTER PROPOSAL

On December 21, 2007 the District received a Charter Proposal from Lead Petitioners Mandy Tham and Julie Thomas to establish Renaissance Leadership Academy Charter School.  The proposal describes a K-8 educational program.  The new Charter School would open with an enrollment of 105 students.  RLA would initially serve students in Kindergarten, First, Second, Third and Sixth grades.  In the course of four years the program would grow to 205 students in a full K-8 Program.

The Lead Petitioners, as well as several other educators who are acknowledged in the Charter Proposal, have extensive Catholic School experience.  Even though the submission of this petition coincides with the reported plans to close St. Barnabas School, the Legal Affirmations Page certifies that “…this application does not constitute the conversion of a private school to the status of a public charter school.”

Superintendent Dailey formed this Evaluation Committee made up of administrative staff members, as well as an outside consultant.  Our charge was to evaluate the RLA Charter Proposal in the light of current law, Board Policy and the Model Charter School Application adopted by the State Board of Education.  As is the case in all charter evaluations, the final rubric was to be the Criteria for Denial as recited in the Charter Schools Act.

A summary of our initial findings, presented in the format of the Criteria for Denial, is attached.
CHARTER SCHOOLS ACT

CRITERIA FOR DENIAL

1.  The charter school presents an unsound educational program for the pupils to be enrolled in the charter school.

The RLA educational program is not unsound.  In fact, many aspects of the educational program described in the Charter Proposal are excellent.  However, please note the findings pertaining to Required Element A (Educational Program).

2.  The petitioners are demonstrably unlikely to successfully implement the program set forth in the petition.

The petitioners are extremely capable individuals, however, the following findings make it unlikely that they can successfully implement the program set forth in the petition.

· Appendix A on Page 58 states that “the school anticipates that it will provide or procure most of its own administrative services independent of the District.”  No further information is provided. The lack of detail, or even the evidence of planning, regarding the business operations of the school is a major omission.  The Model Charter School Application adopted by the State Board of Education suggests that Charter Proposals “Describe the structure for providing business/administrative services (including, at a minimum, personnel transactions, accounting, and payroll) that reflects an understanding of school business practices and expertise needed to carry out administrative services or a reasonable plan and timeline to develop and assemble such practices and expertise.”  Further, these important details should be included in the Charter Proposal per se.  The RLA Charter proposal had this information presented separately, in Appendix A, and described as an “informational document.”

· There is also a lack of any information, or even evidence of planning, regarding the handling of public funds including banking, purchases, budgeting, required reports, petty cash, record keeping, etc.  Regarding the need for record keeping systems, the Model Charter Schools Application suggests descriptions of “…the systems and processes by which the school will keep track of financial data and compile information in the prescribed format needed for the annual statement of receipts and expenditures for the prior fiscal year.”  Again, all of this information should be included in the Charter Proposal, not as an “informational document.”

· Appendix A on Page 59 discusses Facilities.  This section of the Charter Proposal does not include sufficient information.  For example, how can we determine that the budget provides sufficient funding for a facility when there is no detail regarding facility size, amenities, possible properties under review, real estate estimates, etc.?  Facility information, which should also be included in the Charter Proposal, should also specify that any facility would meet current building codes.

· Appendix A on Pages 59-84 includes the budget assumptions, as well as the financial pages.  The budget is very tight with little room for a decrease in funding and/or an increase in expenditures.  This is especially problematical for a small charter school in the current budget climate.  It is likely that RLA income will be markedly less than currently projected.  Any Charter Proposal submitted in 2008 must address this possibility with alternate fiscal scenarios for sound school operation.

3.  The petition does not contain the number of signatures required.


The required number of signatures has been submitted.

4.  The petition does not contain an affirmation of each of the conditions (required by the Charter Schools Act).


The required affirmations have been submitted.

5.  The petition does not contain reasonably comprehensive descriptions of all of the following (the 16 Required Elements).

Required Element A (Educational Program of the School): The petition does not contain a reasonably comprehensive description of this required element.

· There are a considerable number of work products which are cited in the Charter Proposal including benchmarks, various policies, parent and student/staff handbooks, etc.  There is no indication as to when and how these work products will be completed.  Since all of the referenced work products would need to be in place prior to the commencement of instruction, a Charter Proposal must, at least, cite a date certain (not later than May 15) when each work product would be completed and submitted to the District.

· Page 20 of the Charter Proposal indicates that “Our librarian works with each class weekly.” This seems to be an important component of the well designed educational program.  However, the budget does not provide for a librarian.  Further, it does not even provide for a Librarian Assistant until the third year of operation.

· The plan for special education students is discussed on Pages 25, 26-27 & 40.  The narrative is not reasonably comprehensive.  In the Model Charter School Application, the State Board of Education recommends that the Charter Proposal “…Indicate how the charter school will identify and respond to the needs of students with disabilities (and) Fully describe the charter school’s special education plan…including the process to be used to identify students who qualify for special education programs and services…”  It is not sufficient simply to indicate the RLA will be a school within the District for purposes of special education.

· The Staff Qualifications section on Page 41 fails to discuss compliance with the “Highly Qualified” requirements of the No Child Left Behind Act.

· Pages 42-43 of the Charter Proposal discuss Health and Safety Procedures.  Other than documenting immunizations, there is no mention of any health screening or health services for students.  The budget does not provide for any nurse time, nor is it clear how the budget will provide for all of the training and additional expenses detailed in this section.

· Finally, the amount of money budgeted for start up instructional materials may not be adequate.  The Charter Proposal does not provide a reasonably comprehensive description on this point.  Further detail is necessary regarding the acquisition of curriculum and miscellaneous instructional materials required to implement the instructional program described in the narrative.

Required Element D (Governance Structure of the School): The petition does not contain a reasonably comprehensive description of this required element.

· A draft copy of the bylaws was provided at the public hearing.  Regarding the composition of the Board of Directors as stated in the charter proposal, “the school’s bylaws will also permit one representative of the Alameda Unified School District to serve on the school’s governing board”, there is no mention of this in the draft copy of the bylaws.   In addition, the last paragraph on Page 36 of the charter proposal places unacceptable restrictions upon whom the AUSD Board of Education may wish to appoint to the RLA Board of Directors.  
· The Model Charter School Application suggests that a Charter Proposal.  “Provide details of how the charter school’s board will be developed, in terms of supplementing necessary skills and providing training in effective board practices.”  Regarding this imperative, the Charter Proposal does not provide a reasonably comprehensive description.

· The Dispute section at the top of Page 53 would broaden the scope of the District/Charter School procedure to include “or any other issue regarding the school and grantor’s relationship.  This is not consistent with the Charter Schools Act which prescribes the dispute resolution procedure for disputes “regarding the terms of the charter.”

· The Oversight section at the bottom of Page 53 would unacceptably limit the District in terms of the timing and personnel to be involved in charter school visitation and oversight.  The final paragraph of that same section (which appears of Page 54) would provide for automatic charter renewal.  Automatic charter renewal is not consistent with the Charter Schools Act.

· Appendix A on Page 59 discusses Civil Liabilities.  The section on insurance is not reasonably comprehensive.  A Charter Proposal should, at least, specify policies and coverage limits, as well as the stipulation that the District would be named as also insured.  Finally, the budget must provide adequate funding for annual premiums based upon estimates from a reputable insurance provider.

Required Element I (Financial Audit): The petition does not contain a reasonably comprehensive description of this required element.

· The Charter Schools Act provides that audit exceptions and deficiencies should be resolved to the satisfaction of the District.  This is a vital part of legally required financial oversight by the charter authorizer.  Even the Model Charter School Application references that point by this directive: “Describe…the anticipated timeline by which audit exceptions and deficiencies (if any) will be resolved to the satisfaction of the charter authorizer.”  However, Section D on Page 45 of the Charter Proposal would make disputes regarding audit exceptions and deficiencies subject to the dispute resolution procedure.  This is not consistent with the Charter Schools Act.

Required Element P (Charter School Closure): The petition does not contain a reasonably comprehensive description of this required element.

· The narrative on Page 58 (first sentence) would imply that a Charter School Board of Directors could choose a “successor charter school” as an alternative to closure.  There is no legal authority for such a unilateral action.
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“Education is the key to unlock the golden door to freedom.” – George Washington Carver
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