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Background 

CEI-PEA has worked with charter schools for more than 20 years. The organization has worked with charter school developers, trustees, administrators, teachers and other stakeholders, and it created and currently oversees the New York City Charter School Coalition. Throughout the years of providing support to charter schools, CEI-PEA has received requests from stakeholders at independent charter schools (i.e. charter schools that are not affiliated with CMO/EMOs) for technical assistance (TA) and other supports that are typically provided to CMO/EMO-affiliated charter schools. Unlike their counterparts at CMO/EMO- affiliated schools, stakeholders at independent charter schools frequently feel that they are “on their own,” without access to support and opportunities for collaboration.

The independent charter school sector is critically important to the success of education reform. Independent charter schools are typically community-based, with strong connections to families, organizations and resources within their communities. The developers and operators of independent charter schools often have a unique ability to understand and address needs specific to their communities and to leverage community-based resources. Also, they represent an important pipeline for innovative school models for replication. Yet, independent charter schools often face challenges that are not shared by CMO/EMO-affiliated schools, including:
a) Limited resources and prior experience—Community-based charter school developers must often create their schools with limited access to capital and outside expertise and with little or no prior experience in navigating the application and start-up processes.
b) The need to develop programs and systems “from scratch”—Rather than replicate pre- established academic programs and leverage the existing operational/management systems of a management company, most community-based charter school developers typically must design their academic programs and operational/management plans from scratch.
c) Limited opportunities to collaborate—Many of the independent charter school teachers that CEI-PEA has worked with described a feeling of professional isolation, especially in the early years of the school’s operations when there are relatively few teachers with whom they could collaborate. Unlike their counterparts in EMO/CMO-managed schools, who can often collaborate across their networks, independent charter school stakeholders often face challenges in fostering professional collaboration.
The Network of Independent Charter Schools (NICS) is designed to help “level the playing field” for independent charter schools by providing TA and support to independent charter schools.
Purpose and Goals 

The purpose of NICS is to provide independent charter schools and their stakeholders with TA and support.  The aim is to work directly with a small number of early- stage independent charter schools, called Network Model Charter Schools (NMCSs), while also engaging and supporting the national independent charter school community through the development of digital tools and resources. For the NMCSs, the school leaders are engaged in a “needs assessment” process. TA is provided to support school leaders, administrators, teachers and Trustees through: a) direct, on-site TA; b) collaborative development of Consolidated Applications for federal entitlement grants using a project-developed web portal; c) webinars on critical topics; d) e-mail notifications and updates about relevant changes in laws or regulations; e) leveraging CEI-PEA’s other TA programs by including NMCS stakeholders in CEI-PEA-sponsored trainings, meetings and presentations; f) “dinner meetings” to explore relevant topics and promote collegial dialogue; g) intensive and customized support regarding the Common Core; and h) Social Learning Institutes, which use social media resources to deliver professional development. 

At the same time, CEI-PEA developed online resources and services to support independent charter schools across the country, including: a) the Online Hotline, which provides customized and confidential answers to school-specific questions submitted via e-mail by charter school stakeholders; b) the Charter Notebook, which provides blogs and articles on topics important to independent charter schools written by charter school experts, administrators and teachers; and c) the Resource Library, which contains articles, studies and other resources. CEI-PEA showcased the online resources during presentations at the National Charter Schools Conference and in presentations for coalitions of charter schools in New Jersey, Florida, and Maine.
Challenges and Roadblocks  
The biggest challenges of the grant were:

Time and changing needs—School Leaders at several NMCSs indicated that challenges of managing a start-up or early-stage school made it difficult to take advantage of some of the project’s services. This was first evident when attempting to schedule initial TA Planning meetings with School Leaders and others, and it was especially evident during webinars and meetings to support schools in using the project-developed Online Portal. CEI-PEA  had greater success in communicating the benefits of the portal once school leaders and school technology staff participated in site-based meetings. The project was also successful in getting schools to use the portal during the process of completing Consolidated Applications for entitlement grants. Also, it was found that some schools experienced changes in circumstances that required CEI-PEA to re-evaluate the TA provided for training. For instance, one NMCS was faced with the loss of its Executive Director and needed to support a relatively inexperienced Principal. While continuing to support the Board, CEI-PEA also provided TA to help the school address the responsibilities previously held by the Executive Director and provided for coaching for the Principal. Several schools expressed a need for support and technical assistance focused on implementing the Common Core. In addition, changes to requirements regarding teacher and principal evaluation led several schools to request support in assessing and revising their teacher and principal evaluation systems.  
Promoting midrange and long-range planning—The early-stage phase of a charter school can be hectic, and NMCS leaders spent most of their professional time dealing with immediate needs and, proverbially speaking, “putting out fires”; therefore, making a shift to focus to middle and long-range planning has been challenging.  Also, for some leaders at schools in their pre-opening or first operational years, it was difficult to convey the importance of developing policies and protocols to address issues that were immediate. CEI-PEA addressed this challenge generally by emphasizing that planning would contribute to the long-term success of the school and by making the planning process as an integral part of the implementation model. 

Promoting online interactivity—Another challenge  was to convert passive online “lurkers” into active participants in online dialogue. Although the number and geographic diversity of “visits” to the NICS website and Charter Notebook increased significantly each year, most visitors simply read the blogs and articles without commenting. To encourage visitors to comment, CEI-PEA experimented with changes in the website’s technology and policies to make it easier for people to post comments (e.g., eliminating registration requirements). CEI-PEA also encouraged bloggers to be proactive by inviting comments from their colleagues, posting their blogs (or links) on Facebook and cross-comment on one another’s blogs. However, these are slow changes and they have not yet resulted in the projected desired increased comments . CEI-PEA is continuing to explore strategies to promote the active participation of visitors to the website.
Areas of TA need addition time--The primary reason that additional performance time was needed is that some early-stage schools did not have sufficient staff during most of the grant term to engage meaningfully in activities, such as peer review, professional learning communities, teacher and principal evaluation and management of human capital. Such TA is being delivered during the extension period. Also, NICS will enhance and expand parts of the website and Charter Notebook during this period to better address project objectives.
Grant Highlights 
The Network of Charter Schools’ approach to technical assistance for NMCSs is designed to “meet schools where they are” and address school-specific needs. Through the technical assistance planning process, along with site visits and communication with school leaders, CEI-PEA has been able to identify independent charter school needs that were not necessarily apparent at the outset of the project. For instance, many schools lacked an effective, consistent and well-defined process for evaluating the school leader. Other such needs included the lack of a rubric-based process for carrying out teacher evaluation (and/or the lack of capacity to implement such an evaluation process) and the lack of an effective multi-year teacher induction process, which is critical given that independent charter schools typically hire many teachers who are new to the profession. Technical assistance to address these and a number of other human capital management system-related issues was designed and provided to NMCS schools. Lessons learned during this technical assistance process were also shared with the national audience of independent charter schools, primarily through a series of Charter Notebook blogs written by the principal of a NMCS charter school.  

Among the highlights was CEI-PEA’s work with charter school stakeholders in New York and Maine. Most NMCSs are based in New York, and work was implemented directly with them on-site at their school buildings, as well as, at the office and training center of CEI-PEA. Some events at CEI-PEA were especially rewarding, such as the Governance Dinner Meetings at which Trustees and School Leaders engaged in facilitated discussions about important topics such as understanding board responsibilities regarding the Open Meetings Law and the Freedom of Information Act.  Several such meetings focusing on “Governing by Policy” resulted in some schools modifying their approach to governance and the development of a comprehensive set of Board Policy Templates. The work with charter schools in Maine began with discussions with Maine Consortium of Charter Schools leaders at a National Charter Schools Conference shortly after Maine enacted its Charter School Law. CEI-PEA participated in an all-day conference for prospective charter school developers and policymakers, and an advisor to Maine charter schools and the Maine Department of Education were recruited to be featured bloggers for the Charter Notebook (http://www.charternotebook.org/author/mattspeno/). Since, by law, all

charter schools in Maine must be independent so the work with Maine’s charter school community reinforced to us the importance of the independent charter school sector.
Another highlight was our leveraging of NICS activities through inclusion of NMCSs in activities funded by other grants. Four NMCS comprise most of a consortium that applied for and received a federal Teacher Incentive Fund (TIF) Grant in 2012, and an additional NMCS was part of a consortium that received a federal grant in an earlier TIF application cycle. The 2012 TIF grant will provide approximately $8 million over the next five years to support comprehensive technical assistance and professional development in a variety of areas including teacher and principal evaluation, Common Core Learning Standards, professional learning communities, peer review and effective management of human capital. Participation in the TIF project will enable the NMCSs to expand upon initiatives that began with support from the CSP National Leadership Grant. 

Another highlight was the use of the Online Hotline by independent charter school stakeholders from across the country. The hotline received questions from Arizona, California, Florida, Georgia, Illinois, Maine, Michigan, Nevada, New Jersey, New York, Ohio and Texas. Through the Hotline, CEI-PEA was able to help questioners solve problems related to charter school finance, planning and starting charter schools, regulatory compliance, school leadership, effective governance practices and other areas.

Another highlight was the support CEI-PEA is providing to help NMCSs implement the Common Core. During technical assistance site visits, leaders and teachers at several schools expressed a need for help in aligning curricula with Common Core Learning Standards and implementing the Common Core. Using experts from Accelerated Literacy and Learning (ALL), CEI-PEA engaged three NMCSs in a process that included: a) pre-site-visit telephone calls to assess needs and plan support; b) a follow-up site visit at each school to design a plan to support teachers in implementing the Common Core; c) meetings with each school’s leader to discuss goals and classroom observations; and d) professional development to address needs identified during planning and site visits.

Progress

 TA and support has been provided to address school-specific needs, as well as, needs and objectives shared by multiple schools in the network. TA supported by project- developed technology helped NMCSs to develop Consolidated Applications for entitlement grants and convert from Title I Targeted Assistance Programs to School-wide Programs. Also, online resources were developed to support the establishment of a national community of independent charter schools. 

Buy-in 
The project needed to obtain “buy-in” from the school leaders and stakeholders of the NMCSs. While the level and intensity of participation was greater with some NMCSs than with others, the project was generally successful in obtaining and maintaining buy-in from the NMCSs. One indicator of the successful buy-in effort is that five NMCSs agreed to participate together in additional grant-funded programs to further the technical assistance and other initiatives started during NICS.

Lessons Learned    
Among the lessons learned are:

· NMCSs benefited most from direct on-site TA, webinars and in-person “dinner meetings” focusing on specific topics. Care must be taken when scheduling these events, and communication about them must focus on how the event will help participants immediately as well as in the middle to long-term.
· TA Planning and “Governance by Policy” were effective ways to help School Leaders and Trustees.  In implementing these activities, it was important to have a formal set of protocols and written materials to support a smooth, efficient and focused process. As a part of the planning process, a series of rubrics was developed to guide discussions. For the “Governance by Policy” initiative, each presentation included templates of the policies under discussion.
· TA must be responsive to changes in the charter school legal, regulatory and political environment. Most charter school leaders are too focused on day-to-day and school- specific issues to follow changes in laws, regulations or statewide/federal policies that may affect them. TA can support them in “staying current.”
Evaluation    

The project is evaluated by Measurement Inc. (MI), a 33 year-old company that specializes in educational assessments and program evaluation. It has conducted over 2,000 program evaluations.  MI developed a series of Evaluation Questions aligned with the project objectives and its Evaluation Plan. Evaluation activities include document review, Trustee and Principal surveys, Teacher surveys, interviews and focus groups with Project Leadership, interviews with School Leaders and review of student data. The two-year evaluation findings indicate that the project achieved 81% of its Performance Objectives, with some Performance Objectives not measurable until the third year.
Outcomes/Resources  
The primary products/resources resulting from NICS is the website (www.indiecharters.org ), the Charter Notebook (http://www.charternotebook.org/ ), the Resource Library (http://www.indiecharterschools.org/library.php ) and the online portal for NMCS schools http://www.indiecharterschools.org/portal/index.php ). CEI-PEA will continue to disseminate information about these resources nationwide through leveraging program outreach, relationships with leaders of the national charter school community and ongoing participation in conferences and other events.
For additional information, contact Frank San Felice, Director, Center for Educational Innovation-Public Education Association, fsanfelice@thecei-pea.org
