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Background                                                                                                                                                                  In 2010, the Illinois Network of Charter Schools (INCS) entered a new phase in the organization's development.  During this period, INCS were identifying the most effective strategies to expand charter work by promoting and supporting quality charter public school growth throughout Illinois.  INCS codified the way in which it had since seeked to achieve this broader goal, which included three different business lines:  1) New Charter Growth, its signature work with charter school design teams and other groups to launch outstanding new schools; 2) Advocacy and Policy Leadership, INCS' initiatives to engage and empower parents, families, and community members to reinforce the demand for high-quality, equitable, charter public school options; and 3) School Supports, INCS' initiatives to support existing charter public schools.  These three areas of work are mutually-reinforcing.  For example, parent and community support must be evident before a new charter school can be successful.  Furthermore, if existing charter schools are not performing well and raising standards for student achievement, it can be difficult for communities to understand their potential.

The U.S. Department of Education Charter School Program Leadership grant has been "game changing" for INCS and its New Charter Growth and Advocacy and Policy Leadership initiatives.  There are few sources of investment for the marriage of this critical work.  Most important, the grant expanded INCS’ capacity dramatically to "till the soil" outside of Chicago, where a great deal of misinformation and politics clouded conversations about what is good for kids and public education choice.

Purpose and Goals                                                                                                                                                  With this CSP Leadership grant, INCS has sought to expand the "footprint" of high-quality charter public school options in Illinois.  Specifically, INCS seeks to 1) build a "best-in-class" charter support organization that could meet the needs of parents, communities, and citizens who seek to build better public school options; and 2) activate and empower new audiences in new markets across the state to demand more effective choices than what they currently have.  The audiences with which INCS has worked included organizations ranging from local education advocacy organizations, PTOs, and groups of teachers and/or former teachers, and individuals, made up primarily of parents and other family members, students, business and community leaders, and elected officials – each of whom play an important role in this work.

Ultimately, INCS desired to change the public education culture in Illinois where a school's performance is steeped in school autonomy and accountability, and parents have alternatives to which they can turn, with confidence, when their child(ren)'s school is failing them.

Challenges and Roadblocks                                                                                                                                   The most prevalent challenge that INCS has had to manage under this grant's activities, in general, is that volunteers often undertake efforts to develop new charter schools.  Volunteers, including current teachers, administrators, and civic and business leaders, often maintain full-time employment (or other equivalents) and have limited time to make meaningful progress in a short amount of time with the design of their respective school.  As a result, it is difficult for INCS to project with precision when it can expect fully-formed school design plans and, ultimately, quality school applications.  INCS identified additional resources for design teams and schools to use as a means of building their capacity, and in turn their quality and speed.  These learnings have given the INCS leadership team the opportunity to restructure programmatic efforts and move to a cohort-based model of technical support.

INCS met this challenge and did not modify its goals to meet this challenge.  However, INCS considered new program offerings – specifically, two charter design incubation strands that helped to provide support pre- and post-authorization for aspiring schools.  These incubation developments were projected to increase the speed and likelihood with which schools could succeed.                                                                                               

Grant Highlights                                                                                                                                                      First, there were disappointments when INCS devoted dozens of hours of support behind an aspiring charter design team – which was working at least equally hard, if not harder – to get a new, promising school off the ground.  In Waukegan, a city north of Chicago on the Illinois-Wisconsin border, INCS provided programmatic support to Chicago International Charter School, the Chicago-based CMO wooed by the local Waukegan community to consider expanding there.  INCS testified in several hearings involving Waukegan school board members, community organizations, and average citizens, and worked to develop among all groups an understanding of the charter public school model and what CICS' presence could provide for the city.  After two years, the discussion came to a halt – the results of which were a stalemate and no new options for parents dissatisfied with their children's public school.

Fortunately for Waukegan there is renewed interest in charter public school presence, not to mention a local Waukegan organization that is passionate about picking up the school design ball and running with it.  The circumstances now serve as a reminder for INCS, and for everyone who contributes to this work, that change and winning hearts and minds is a long-term endeavor.  Sometimes the work sees immediate results; in other cases, it can take years for new ideas to take root.

INCS' commitment during the past few years to empowering parents has produced many of our best moments – those in which students and their families have real ownership and satisfaction in the education choices they make, such as this piece by charter parent Jahwoundee Mason in  Catalyst Chicago magazine: http://www.catalyst-chicago.org/news/2013/07/22/21767/why-charters-gave-me-stronger-parent-voice.

Progress                                                                                                                                                             According to the approved Leadership grant application, INCS has implemented the project activities and objectives or has made significant progress in the implementation of the goals.  The accomplishments included:                                                                         

· Since August 2010, 50 new charter campuses have opened in Illinois, several of which have been a result of this grant's activities.

· INCS has built its Parent Leadership Network, a base of charter parents like Ms. Mason, which serves to engage other parents and various stakeholders in advocating for a greater number of high-quality charters (over 100 parents to date).

· INCS has refined CSC programming to a three-step process of differentiated support for charter developers:  1) The Charter Design Institute (first funded by the National Activities grant) has morphed from a two- to one-day workshop that takes place twice a year – this is the first stop for people interested in starting a charter school; 2) the Fundamentals program is for individuals and teams in the early stages of their charter public school planning, and provides online training on the basics of charter starting; and 3) the Fast Forward 2.0 program is a completely customized track for teams and individuals that are more advanced and prepared to submit a charter application within the year. 

In addition, the Center for Research on Education Outcomes at Stanford University, also known as CREDO, released a report that examines charter public school performance across the nation.  The report compares achievement among like traditional and charter public school students, according to factors like race, gender, English proficiency, income level, and special education status – an important "apples-to-apples" look at student academic performance.  While CREDO's report suggests that charter school quality is uneven in the U.S., it highlights strong charter performance here in Chicago and Illinois.  It finds that local charter schools help to drive greater academic gains for low-income, minority students in Illinois charter schools as a whole.  Compared with like student populations in traditional district schools:

 

· Elementary charter students made greater learning gains in both reading and math.

· Low-income charter students, and notably low-income African-American students, experienced greater gains in reading.

· Low-income, Hispanic charter students made greater gains in math.

· In fact, Hispanic charter students, generally, are not only outpacing their traditional school counterparts in math, they are outpacing their white, traditional school peers as well.

· And, low-income, Hispanic charter students are not only outpacing like traditional school peers in math, but they are growing at the same rate as white, traditional school students, who are not living in poverty.

On average, in Chicago charter school students in CREDO's study have experienced two weeks more growth in reading, and a month more growth in math compared with their traditional school peers.  Whereas school quality is our top priority, INCS is pleased that, along with new charter growth, the performance of the greater number of schools in Illinois is following suit.

Chief among them, INCS seeks to facilitate the authorization of charter public schools in new markets in various Illinois markets.  INCS has been very successful in implementing new strategies to develop our pipeline of Charter Starter Consulting candidates in communities throughout Illinois.  To begin building its 2013-2014 CSC cohort, we shifted its recruitment efforts this spring from widely-distributed advertising to direct outreach to high-potential individuals, some of which have previously considered starting new schools.  The responses to this new strategy have been positive.  INCS received in 2013 25 applications (a 68% increase over the previous year), from which we invited 14 CSC participants (a 43% increase).

Buy-In                                                                                                                                                            INCS' work to expand the footprint of charter public schools in Illinois varied dramatically from market to market, and community to community.  The extent to which a city, town, or neighborhood embraces the potential of a charter school is very different in Chicago versus Rockford versus Peoria and so on.  As such, a key strategy for INCS among its New Charter Growth and Advocacy and Policy Leadership initiatives is to map any community in question to identify allies and opponents of new ideas, including charter public schools.  In some communities, INCS found strong support from parents and the business community, for example, but received resistance from the local school board.  By determining assets and obstacles, up front, in a given landscape, INCS has gained a better understanding of what strategies to employ in order to create buy-in for better public school options.

INCS played a central role in the process for establishing a charter school in North Chicago, one of among several great examples of collaboration and buy-in among multiple stakeholders.  For approximately two years, the community of North Chicago had been seeking better public education options to serve its citizens, especially the children of military families, using a building that formerly housed a Hospital Corpsmen School at United States Naval Station – Great Lakes.  INCS worked with the Illinois State Board of Education (ISBE) and a committee of local stakeholders to establish a charter school application review process.  In December 2011, ISBE and North Chicago Community Unit School District 187 received three proposals from charter management organization (CMO) applicants.  An advisory review team read the proposals, interviewed the applicants, and recommended the LEARN Charter School Network’s proposal to open a K-8 charter school on the Naval Station.  Subsequently, whereas the North Chicago School Board eventually denied LEARN’s charter application, ISBE overturned District 187’s decision to deny the charter, concluding that the decision was not in the best interest of the District and its students.  Accordingly, they granted the charter to LEARN, and the new school opened its doors to students (2:1 ratio of student applications to open seats).

In the North Chicago case, INCS partnered with 1) the state board of education (ISBE), 2) a high-performing CMO (LEARN), 3) the local community (parents, families), 4) other education organizations (e.g., Stand for Children Illinois), and 5) alternative charter authorizers (the newly-formed Illinois State Board of Education) to help understand the needs of students and the desires of parents.  Having met several families at LEARN North Chicago's opening ceremony in Fall 2012, INCS heard several testimonies from parents that the fit between the school and their children is dramatically better than, until then, their only public school option.

Lessons Learned                                                                                                                                            Throughout the National Leadership grant period, INCS experienced its fair share of successes and challenges.  Lessons learned and insights include:

· Leverage a diverse pool of stakeholders to support a new school.  INCS has seen in Chicago and other markets, such as Chicago's South Suburbs, Jacksonville, and North Chicago, a "confluence of influence" – parents, community members, businesses, and local agencies that drive (or thwart the execution of new school planning.

· Develop a sequential strategy for success.  In North Chicago, the likelihood that the community could recruit LEARN from Chicago would have been lessened dramatically without the presence of the Illinois State Charter School Commission, the state's independent, third-party charter authorizer.  LEARN leveraged their option to appeal to the Commission, should the North Chicago school board's decision to decline LEARN's application have stuck, to set the conditions for a successful school launch.  Without the Commission, it is reasonable to assume that the community may not currently have the charter public school option it sought for years.  INCS understood that the Commission needed to come first before meaningful progress could be made in several areas of Illinois.  Similar organizations should recognize and plan for those similar assets that have long-term impact.

· Local presence is critical to building buy-in within a community.  Meaningful integration within a community is critical to gaining the support of that community.  One of INCS' biggest challenges (based in Chicago) has been community building in various areas of Illinois while dodging the brand and reputation as an organization representing "big city" interests.  INCS is currently considering, during Summer 2013 strategic planning, the extent to which we hire or otherwise engage "full-time" volunteers across the state that can serve as "anchor activists".  By having champions "on the ground" in key cities and towns, we will be able to more effectively rally buy-in early on in a community's charter planning process.

Evaluation                                                                                                                                                                 The goals that INCS have measured to date have been largely qualitative and quantifiable according to internal processes (e.g., number of charter design teams consulted, number of community events/meetings executed).    The CSP Leadership grant had a remarkable impact on INCS’ ability to make progress in a "tough" charter public school state.  California, Arizona, and Ohio, for example, are much more open to the potential of charter schools, whereas Illinois is a state in which INCS' groundbreaking work is essential.  INCS' grant performance extension was an important step in implementing charter work in the approved application. INCS is working with an external researcher to conduct a third-party evaluation of our grant's impact in Illinois, and to refine the INCS implementation model for potentially using strategies across the country. 

Outcomes/Resources                                                                                                                                              The outcomes of the National Leadership grant produced several resources to serve as the basis and enhancement for future charter work.  While under refinement, INCS has not made all of these resources available on INCS’ website so the resources have only been used for internal use for project implementation:

· Charter Starter Consulting In-Take Tools (some online availability).  INCS has redesigned the tools we use for recruitment, in-take, and induction into the Charter Starter Consulting program, based on the new cohort- and track-based model developed over two years.  These tools include applications, interview templates, and scoring rubrics.

· Charter Starter Consulting Design Team Work Product(s).  Depending on the track in which they enter Charter Starter Consulting, charter design teams must produce education plans and school portfolios in order to complete the program.  The education plans and portfolios demonstrate evidence of each team's learning, and its preparedness to move forward with school planning and application to its respective school district.

· Paving a New Path.  Paving a New Path is INCS' signature "handbook" that includes content for charter school designers related to basic planning, academic program, community outreach, school leadership and workforce recruitment, governance, and fundraising.  INCS revised Paving a New Path in 2013 (new edition) and it became available to share in December. 

· Parent Corps Tracker(s).  During the past 12 months INCS has developed several trackers to monitor its parent engagement and empowerment programming.  These tools help INCS to track 1) basic parent participation figures (e.g., number of parents engaged with INCS, demographics, school affiliation); 2) assess level of engagement by individual parents – in-take forms that allow them to indicate frequency and depth of participation in year-round INCS activities; and 3) opinions and knowledge about charter public schools and INCS' efforts more broadly (in development).

For additional information, contact Eric Johnson, Director of Development and Capacity at (312) 629-2063 x29 or ejohnson@incschools.org.
