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Background

When the Arizona Charter Schools Association applied for National Leadership Activities grant, the state was a leader in the charter school movement with 509 charter schools serving more than 113,000 students in 2009-10.  At that time, 10% of all public-school students were enrolled in charter schools, and 25% of the state’s public schools were charter schools—the highest percentage for any state, and second only to the Washington D.C. area.

The Association, as a robust support organization, was only a few years old and yet was the only technical assistance resource that the state board recommended to schools to improve their performance to meet application and renewal criteria. The demand for charter schools was continuing to rise in Arizona, which has laws favorable to charter schools. In 2009 alone, 45 new charter schools opened. While total enrollment in Arizona public schools grew 4% in the four years prior to applying for the grant, enrollment in charter schools grew 32% during the same period.

The Association anticipated that the demand for opening charter schools was likely to continue increasing. The Arizona Department of Education had also received $54 million over five years starting in 2010 from the U.S. Department of Education to award start-up grants to as many as 92 newly approved charter schools. 

Despite the demand, there was not a program that offered technical assistance and training for new charter school leaders to ensure that these schools open with quality.  Recognizing the need for a charter school development program and to proactively develop quality schools, the Association launched a pilot phase of a “Charter Starter Program” in January 2010. The training sessions were aligned to the Association’s quality standards, scored over a 90% satisfaction rate, and was praised by the Arizona State Board for Charter Schools.  However, Charter Starter’s ability to help the state’s charter applicants develop quality practices from the start was limited by the staff capacity. The Charter Starter program had one full-time employee to design, market, and deliver trainings and other resources to schools.  

During this same time, Arizona's students were falling behind their national and international peers in academic achievement, high school graduation rates, and postsecondary degree attainment. Only 25% of fourth-graders were proficient in reading and less than half of our public high school graduates qualified academically to enroll in public universities (Arizona Community Foundation, Educating Arizona, 2008). In 2008-09 school year, 16% of all public schools (district and charter), or 313 schools, were in School Improvement because they had consistently not made Adequate Yearly Progress. 

The grant proposal focused on a few target geographic areas that had the highest numbers or percentages of schools in School Improvement, and therefore, were in the greatest need of high performing schools. All of the target areas had high percentages of Hispanic or Native American students, but yet Hispanic students were under enrolled in charter schools compared to the district average. The target areas also had high percentages of low-income students, compared to the state as a whole. Further, the data showed that on average, these subgroups had underperformed their peers, with a significantly smaller percentage of students in these subgroups demonstrating proficiency on the state assessment for measuring standards (AIMS) in both elementary and high school.

The grant funds enabled the Association to expand personnel for training and marketing support, develop a robust set of online resources, and provide additional, intensive support for developing leaders and launching new schools focused on specific target areas, both in and outside of Phoenix, that had the high-need populations. 

Purpose and Goals

The grant had three primary objectives:

· Objective 1. Provide new charter schools to targeted underserved areas with high poverty and low student achievement;

· Objective 2. Create high-quality charter schools in which students achieve at high levels; and

· Objective 3. Develop a sustainable Charter Starter model that incorporates key indicators of a successful school leader and best practices for schools serving high percentages of low-income, underserved students.

Challenges and Roadblocks 

There were two major roadblocks:                                                                                                                          

· An insufficient pipeline of great leaders; and                                                                                                 

· Inadequate time and financial resources for school development teams in the planning stage. 

Early in the development and implementation of the Charter Starter Program, there was not a cadre of high-quality leaders that were ready to start a charter school.  Phoenix, in particular, had a large Teach for America alumni base and many other educators, but few were ready to taking on the challenge of founding a charter school and entering the Charter Starter Program.  To solve this obstacle, the Association collaborated with Teach for America Phoenix to design and launch the Aspiring Leaders Fellowship, which allowed for an extended period of vision- setting and opportunity to study excellent schools. The Fellowship, thus, served as an earlier entry point and pipeline into Charter Starter.  

The Association also collaborated with the Arizona Department of Education to redesign the focus and timeline of the Arizona Charter School Program Start-Up Grant to more intentionally support leaders developing schools in low-income communities and to offer an early application round, so that leaders can undergo a longer planning period.    

In the first year of grant project, the Association trained 20 fellows who studied six schools around the country and cultivated one of the strongest cohorts of teams going into Charter Starter project.  From the first cohort, 100% of Charter Starter teams submitted charters that were approved and are set to open in the Fall of 2014. All of them also received a commitment of $690,000 in start-up grant funding, allowing for a fully funded year and a half of planning prior to opening their school doors.

Grant Highlights

A grant highlight is the Starter Charter Fellowship, which the Association recruits candidates every year for the Leadership Fellowship.  Each year, many educators apply to the program. The Association selects the best of the best candidates by engaging the candidates in honest dialogue about what drives excellence in the schools, including how to design a high-quality school.  One past fellow described the learning that takes place in the Fellowship as follows:

“This fellowship was the best professional development opportunity I've ever had...I have learned more about school leadership, school design, educational philosophy, school culture and systems, and governance in six month during this fellowship than I have in four years of two different master programs.”   

When fellows described the fellowship this way, it is clear that the Association  provided something much more than just a school incubation process, but rather the project was cultivating a new generation of leaders with high expectations would be impacted in a Charter Starter project so that the school leaders would be grounded in best practices of school design. 

The first cohort of new schools was launched in 2012 and had many challenges, including:                                                                           

· Only two of the original ten teams were ready to open;                                                                       

· recruitment and selection strategy needed refinement;

· Training and support structures were not completely in place, which resulted in some schools dropping out of the program;                                                                                                                         

· All schools did not meet quality outcomes;  and                                                                                              

· Schools needing another year of planning before they were ready to open.                                                                                                                                     

Developing and launching the starter programs has posed other challenges:                                              

· Taking tiring trips to visit schools;                                                                                                         

· Leading workshops on the weekends;                                                                                                      

· Answering phone calls at 11:00 at night from overwhelmed school founders;  and                                             

· Criticism from peers.                                                                                                                                                                       

The highlight of the Charter Starter Project for the first year was that the test scores on the two (2) charter schools earned an “A” rating that were opened and scored among the highest point totals of all schools in the state. 

Progress 

The grant allowed the Association to become the primary change agent in Arizona for charter success.  At the same time, the Arizona State Board for Charter Schools, the main charter authorizer, has increased rigor in reviewing new charter applications, and conducting interval reviews for existing charter holders with defined performance frameworks for academics and finance developed with the help of another grant recipient, NACSA (National Association of Charter School Authorizers).  The Charter Starter Program has also partnered with the Arizona Department of Education to ensure new schools are fully prepared to open with a strong academic and operations foundation through the department administered start-up grant program.  Collectively, the Association has levered national resources to drive higher quality authorizing, more targeted and intentional charter school development, and better academic outcomes for students. 

Outcomes 

The Charter Starter project developed an 18-month intensive support program model with three distinct phases of support. This model is being used with multiple states who have adopted similar activities.  The Association also successfully cultivated 35 leaders through a five-month vision setting and school design fellowship (Aspiring Leaders Fellowship).  Together, the fellowship and Charter Starter have provided a 24-month seamless path for leaders to study what works around the country, develop a school plan, build a team, and successfully launch a new school.  

In total, six new charter schools have opened targeting low-income communities with another eight scheduled to open in Fall 2014.  The first two schools developed out of Charter Starter each received an “A” label, the highest possible ranking in their first year following the program.  Both schools serve a predominantly low-income, Hispanic population.  One of the schools, Empower College Prep, serves nearly 100% of students who qualify for free or reduced lunch and 17% who qualify for special education services, and yet scored in the top 3% of all schools in the state in just its first year of operation. Empower College Prep was a graduate of the Charter Starter Program, as well as, a recipient of the Charter Schools Program Start-Up Grant. 

Lessons Learned and Next Steps    
Participants unanimously praised the Association’s efforts to develop new school leaders and new charter schools. They value the quality, rigor and organization of both the Aspiring Leaders Fellowship and the Charter Starter Program. The challenge the Association faces, going forward, is how to sustain parts of the program that are working well, maintain the relationships it has forged with a network of new charter developers, and expand its efforts to new audiences. 

Given the increasing integrated approach between ALF and CSP,   the lessons learned include:                                        

Sustained Opportunities for Networking: Participants in both ALF and CSP valued the network created through their participation in both programs. ALF participants who move into the Charter Starter Program have a natural “next step” to participate in this network. Other ALF participants noted that they would value the opportunity to stay connected with each other, continue developing their leadership development capacity and explore future opportunities to be involved in charter school development.                         

Assessing the Time to Open a New Charter School: An essential ingredient of opening quality schools is knowing when more time is needed to develop the leadership, the model, or the team.  

Expanding Professional Development Opportunities: In addition to maintaining networks, this group may be interested in further professional development opportunities sponsored by ACSA. This could be a potential growth area for ACSA. This year’s Aspiring Leader fellows suggested, for instance, interest in some of the following topics:
· Community engagement

· Communicating vision; persuasion

· Allocating human assets

· Charter/ District collaboration

· Budget and financial management

· Sharing practices across schools

· Instructional rounds and classroom observations

· Succession systems for teachers and leaders

· Fundraising and marketing

· Instructional coaching professional development

Opening quality charter schools has been the ability to provide relevant, powerful professional development to charter and district leaders alike.  

· More Focused ALF Audience: Moving forward, the Association has made the decision to focus ALF on leaders who are actively planning to start a school. This narrower focus helps to address the previously identified tension between ALF’s role in preparing school leaders (generally) and creating a pipeline for the Charter Starter Program (specifically). This is an important shift and reflects the Association’s focus on creating high quality schools in the Phoenix area. With this shift, however, the Association may also need to identify ways to attract other potential leaders—perhaps those earlier in their career—into the leadership pipeline. ALF participants also noted that a slightly broader group of fellows—not all of whom were interested in starting schools—provided valuable perspectives and also became involved in other aspects of school teams (e.g., as board members, potential school staff members, providing legal assistance, working on founding teams, etc.).  It will be important to consider some methods that those who want to open schools can interact with other education reformers, as they each are provided supports from ACSA.

· Maintain and Refine the Structure: One of the notable differences between last year and this year’s evaluation was how well the Charter Starter Program worked with the inaugural cohort of ALF graduates. Last year, most CSP participants recommended that the program should have started earlier, and—in several cases—shared that they struggled to complete their applications by mid-April. In contrast, this year, charter starter teams were well prepared to enter CSP and were able to submit completed applications in advance of the deadline. Part of this is surely due to the alignment between ALF and CSP. It also reflects the fact that the CSP programming has been informed by past participants and now utilizes a timeline even more focused on the application’s requirements. Successful practices should be fully developed between and across these programs.
· Leverage the Cohesion between Programs: In most cases, the CSP curriculum built naturally on content already covered in ALF. The Association has already improved the alignment between the two programs in ways that avoid areas of duplication. In a few cases, however, participants identified potential areas of duplication (e.g., school vision, logic models). CSP participants also identified a few areas (school mission and vision) that might be productively covered in ALF in order to make room for more time on their charter application. Others noted the wisdom of beginning challenging topics (like governance and identifying potential board members) earlier in the process, perhaps during ALF. While the pre-work for CSP was generally well-aligned with the sessions, participants also suggested a few areas where work could have been done outside of the session (academic planning, extensive videos) and other areas where the pre-work needed to follow coaching (the development of PMPs). Again, now that the programs are offered as part of a continuum of learning and activities, the ACSA can continue to “tighten” when concepts can be introduced and what can be done individually vs. in the group.  This will continue to be true as the Residency and Start Up activities are fleshed out.  Overall, this will allow participants to use their time most efficiently and for learning to be concentrated for maximum usefulness.
· Levels of Curriculum: Participants uniformly valued the quality of the program content and workshops. Some participants, however, expressed the need for more detail and specificity; others—including those with more leadership experience—needed less explicit information. In the future, the Association plans to target ALF to more seasoned charter leaders who are planning to start schools. As this cohort evolves, the curriculum in ALF (and also CSP) may also need to change. As more—and more experienced ALF graduates—move into CSP, it is likely that ACSA will need to further evaluate (and in some cases, deepen) the information covered in CSP. One suggestion to create ‘levels’ of progressively more advanced information (e.g., 101, 201, 301 type courses), so that pre-work could be tailored around the existing experience level of team members. 

· Structured Support for the Application: Across the last three years, participants have appreciated the structure and guidance offered to complete a high quality charter school application. Participants appreciated the combination of pre-work, direct instruction, time for peer review, and—above all—feedback from Association staff. While supportive of these highly structured elements, one CSP participant suggested that the Association also needs to identify and respect the expertise that charter development teams may bring with them to CSP. It is sometimes challenging to balance direct instruction with respect for existing experience. We recommend that Association staff members continue to assess the skills and abilities of future charter development teams, to ensure that the curriculum is tailored around their needs and draws on their skills.  And, it is likely that the participants will continue to bring each other (“the network”) best practice knowledge at these ACSA forums. 

· Challenges of Creating ‘Tracks’: Moving forward, the Association plans to target its charter development activities to three distinct audiences: starters, replicators and reformers. The needs of these three groups may, as the Association realizes, be very different. The challenge will be to continue to maintain a cohort-based structure, while also developing different curricular ‘tracks’ or ‘streams’ that reflect the different needs of these groups. Different needs may mean that the curriculum in ALF and CSP continues to evolve, which will demand ongoing evaluation work. At minimum, given the larger number of future replication schools, we recommend that the Association develop a distinct CSP replication “track” that would enable a group of replicator schools to participate in similar sessions and offer support to one another. The “reformers” track, in contrast, may need to be more focused on tailored technical assistance offered to schools or districts that are ‘restarting.’

· Structure vs. Individualization: Related to this, the challenge—moving forward—will be how to balance the effective and structured curriculum developed by the Association with the increasingly individualized needs of teams, schools and even districts. As the Association begins to do more tailored technical assistance, it will need to consider how to price and fund these efforts, as well as what resources might be standardized across teams, schools or districts. One charter starter participant summarized these challenges: “Like any organization, ACSA is struggling to set up systems that are sustainable and will last, while also differentiating and providing individualized support. Everyone felt that a bit, that the residency was not really meeting all needs for all people. I understand that they need to systemize the program, but also make it relevant. You don’t want to revamp every year; that would be unsustainable. But it also can’t be too specific, to the point where it can’t be adapted to individuals in the program.” It may be that the structured supports (as offered in both ALF and CSP) are the key methods of assembling and grounding the right participants, while individualized assistance can be offered over the long-term after basic programming occurs.

· Pursue Sustainability: Participants valued the experiences they had in both programs and had particular praise for the individualized feedback and coaching offered by Association staff. The key challenge, moving forward, is how to sustain these time-intensive efforts. ACSA needs to pursue strategies to fund these efforts, and to secure funding for start-up teams in advance of opening their schools. Again, it is likely that this highly valued individualized support/consulting is really best leveraged after the participant has been through the ALF and CSP.
· Succession Planning: Participants highlighted the important role ACSA staff members play in the success and quality of both programs. Almost all survey respondents and interview participants singled out particular staff members as key to the program’s success. This expertise and experience is not easily replicated. While the expertise at the Association is certainly an advantage, it also poses challenges for the programs’ future sustainability.  A thoughtful succession plan be created by ACSA (with possible newer staffers shadowing) as these key staffers continue to lead the programs.  
Next Steps   -   New Schools for Phoenix   
 With excellent results from the federally funded program and a refined model, the Association is now focusing on a targeted geographic area—the 220-square-mile boundaries of the Phoenix Union district—to produce the greatest gains in student outcomes.  This work will be done through a newly formed non-profit called New Schools for Phoenix.  

The K-12 educational situation is especially critical within the attendance boundaries of Phoenix Union High School District, where one-third of the state’s low-income population lives. Students are disproportionately Latino (79%) and low-income (83%). Only 6% of these students attend one of Arizona’s top-performing (A-rated) public schools. These children deserve high-quality educational opportunities—and their educational attainment is critical for Arizona. This lack of educational opportunity hinders academic achievement and prevents Phoenix from developing an educated, talented workforce that will boost the economy and civic life over the long term. 
For additional information, contact Andrew Collins, Arizona Charter Schools Association, andrew@azcharters.org
