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Introduction

The following quality standards have been developed for founding groups that are in the process of designing a charter school and writing a charter application. The Colorado League of Charter Schools has created these standards in order to provide clear guidance for developing groups on what it means to be a high-quality, successful applicant. By understanding and meeting these standards, new schools are more likely to be met with success through the application and startup process. In addition, by meeting these standards and creating the foundation for a high-quality school, the developing group promotes the spirit of the League’s mission by positively contributing to the charter school movement as a whole.
It is the hope of the Colorado League of Charter Schools that groups in the process of developing charter schools will use these standards to gauge their readiness for submitting an application and eventually opening a school. If a founding committee finds that they do not yet meet most of these standards, the committee may want to consider postponing their application submission until they are better prepared. The standards should serve as a guide and reference point for these groups as they work through the development process. 

The League feels strongly that if a charter applicant can demonstrate that it meets these standards, it is likely to be successful in the application and startup process. In addition, should a strong application submitted by a high-quality founding group that meets these standards be denied by a charter authorizer, the school will be better positioned to appeal the decision to the State Board of Education.  Meeting these standards will also better position the school, once approved, to seek operating grants and facilities financing.   

The League recognizes that meeting these standards takes a great deal of time and commitment. While the League fully expects all developing schools to meet these standards, the League is also highly committed to supporting schools in their efforts to rise to these high levels of performance. The League will provide developing groups with much of the information and resources needed to meet these standards. In return, the school holds the responsibility for bringing the human resources, time, drive, and commitment to excellence to the development process.
The quality standards for developing charter schools are broken down into the following sub-categories:

· Charter School Knowledge and Best Practices

· Community Outreach

· Founding Committee

· Commitment to Accountability

· Application

Charter School Knowledge and Best Practices

The charter school founding committee demonstrates a commitment to understanding charter schools and pursuing best educational practices. 
· Multiple members of the founding committee have attended at least two League-endorsed conferences or workshops prior to submittal of the charter application. 
· The founding committee participates fully in the League’s New Schools Development Program and works actively with the Colorado League of Charter Schools during the application and startup process.
· All members of the founding committee have received training in the areas of accountability and assessment planning.
· All members of the founding board of directors have received governance training.
· The founding committee is committed to understanding and implementing research-based best practices.
· Members of the founding committee have visited and informally evaluated at least three successful charter schools. 
· The founding committee demonstrates a strong commitment to ongoing professional development for the board of directors, school administration, and faculty. This commitment is reflected in the school’s application and allocation of financial resources.
· Members of the founding committee have read the Charter School Act (C.R.S. 22.5-30-101 et. seq.), several strong sample applications from other schools, Charter School Law 101, and a variety of additional resources provided by the League and the Colorado Department of Education.
Community Outreach

The founding committee actively focuses its development efforts on effective outreach practices.

· The founding committee has adequately researched the community in which the charter school will exist and interviewed a variety of community members to verify that there is a need and desire for the charter school in the community.
· The founding committee has adequately researched the student population to be served to understand their educational needs.
· The founding committee actively networks with community leaders, local legislators, and other key figures in the community in order to understand the community and to garner support for the charter school.
· The founding committee proactively develops a relationship with the charter authorizer. This relationship is initiated by notifying the authorizer of the group’s intent to apply for a charter and is maintained throughout the application process. The founding committee seeks guidance from the authorizer and actively works to understand the authorizer’s expectations.
· The founding committee recruits additional founding committee and prospective board members in order to broaden the pool of expertise and the skill-base of those working to start the school.
· The founding committee actively educates families in the community about the school and solicits students for enrollment. The founding committee develops outreach strategies to ensure equitable access to a diverse group of families in the community. Enrollment is made available to all students.
· The founding committee understands its role in representing and advocating for the charter school movement. The school makes decisions and works in such a way that the movement will be well-represented. 
Founding Committee

The founding committee consists of multiple parents, community members, educators, business persons, or other stakeholders who are well-situated to successfully start a high-quality charter school.

· The founding committee has a genuine personal interest or concern for the student population to be served. This motivation can be clearly articulated by all members of the founding committee. The founding committee is not driven to create a charter school by personal financial, political, or other counterproductive motivations. 
· The founding committee consists of self-driven people who have the motivation, time, and other resources necessary to undertake the challenging task of starting a charter school.
· The founding committee places integrity and ethical practices at the forefront in all decision-making processes. 
· The founding committee has designated an individual or a small leadership team to provide collaborative leadership, including delegating responsibilities to other members of the founding committee, keeping other members of the committee on task, and seeing the application/startup process through from start to finish. 
· The founding committee demonstrates a willingness to consider and implement outside feedback and recommendations.
· The founding committee consists of at least three individuals who have diverse skill sets (e.g. education, business, legal, fundraising, etc.).
· The founding committee recognizes areas of weakness and need in its composition (e.g. absence of a business perspective, legal perspective, etc.) and actively solicits support from outside individuals/organizations in these areas.
· The members of the founding committee are committed to working together collaboratively. Processes are in place to hear all opinions, to respect dissenting opinions, and to move forward with effective decision-making, e.g. through a code of conduct, decision-making process, etc.
Commitment to Accountability

The founding committee demonstrates a commitment to accountability and this commitment is reflected in the school’s development process, application, and goals upon opening.

· The founding committee has successfully participated in the League’s application review process prior to the submission of the charter application to the chartering authority.
· The founding committee commits to having the school participate in a comprehensive self-study and external site visit review within the first three years of the school’s existence.
· The founding committee understands statutory guidance on School Advisory Councils (or accountability committees) and commits to forming such a committee upon the school’s opening. (See C.R.S. 22-7-106 and 107 for additional information.)
· The founding committee is committed to having the school create an annual accountability plan, which includes specific performance goals. This commitment will be communicated both in the charter application and when the applicant transitions from a founding committee to a board-governed, administrator-run school.
· The founding committee is committed to building a permanent institution that sustains the integrity of the founders’ vision through written documentation and ongoing review of core values, ongoing documentation of board decisions, processes for transfer of leadership (both on the board and in administration), and effective policy making at the board level.
Application

The school’s charter application reflects an overall commitment to quality. 

This standard consists of several general indicators for a high-quality charter application, and then specific indicators based on the different application sections defined by state law (C.R.S. 22-30.5-106). The League has added several additional sections not specified in statute that typically appear in authorizers’ requirements for charter applicants. Each section of the application is graded for comprehensiveness.  The summary sheet included in this rubric identifies essential sections of the application that determine the League’s overall evaluation of the application’s readiness.     
The charter authorizer that is reviewing the application may have additional requirements for the applicant. However, the information below should cover most authorizers’ basic requirements. 
Overview

· Members of the founding committee have authored the school’s charter application themselves. In cases where a consultant has been hired to write the application, the founding committee has worked closely with the consultant to communicate their ideas and vision for the school. Although it is certainly expected that the applicant will review several successful applications written by other schools, the applicant has not simply copied and pasted sections of another school’s application. The school “owns” its application and all of the concepts embodied within it. 
· Based on the research conducted and the founding committee’s core educational values for the school, the committee has thoroughly discussed and evaluated the different aspects of the proposed school’s educational program, governance structures, and other operations. After coming to agreement on what the various components of the school should look like, the founding committee has clearly articulated these concepts. All aspects of the school have been adequately discussed and are understood by the members of founding committee. 
· The committee has determined that their core educational values can realistically be implemented and sustained with limited financial resources.
· The application reflects thoughtful, researched-based ideas and practices. The application provides extensive detail on the various components of the school’s program and operations.
· The founding committee understands the authorizer’s timelines for submitting charter applications. The committee actively plans around the authorizer’s timelines and consistently meets deadlines in a timely manner.
The indicators for the various sections of the charter application are detailed below:

	Cover Letter

	The cover letter introduces the applicant and application to the charter authorizer.  The cover letter:

· Specifically addresses the authorizer from whom a charter is being requested.

· Has a respectful tone that reflects the founding committee’s desire to work with the authorizer in providing an educational choice for students.

· Includes a brief summary of the proposed school, including its name, grades to be served, proposed location/community, and one or two key, unique characteristics (Montessori, project-based, Core Knowledge, technology-focused, ELOB, etc.).

· Identifies a primary contact person for the proposed school and that person’s contact information. This is likely the chair of the founding committee or the president of the board of directors, if a board has already been formed.

· Communicates what is being requested (for example, a five-year charter contract to operate under the charter authorizer).

· Is signed by the primary contact person. 


	Executive Summary

	The executive summary is approximately one to two pages and summarizes key aspects of the charter proposal. This section of the application includes:

· The school’s name, grade levels to be served, proposed opening date (e.g. August of 2007), grade levels upon opening and growth plan (if the school does not plan to initially open with all grade levels).

· Size of the school at build-out, including the number of classes per grade level and the number of students per class.

· The mission statement, vision, and a brief explanation of the mission and vision.

· A short explanation of the key programmatic features the school will implement in order to accomplish its mission and vision.

· Any other unique features, such as a non-traditional school year, longer school day, key partner organizations, multiple campuses, home-based program, etc.

· Summary of the student body to be served, such as key demographic data, targeted geographical area, etc.

· Summary of evidence of community need for a school of this nature.


	Mission and Vision Statements

	This section of the application reflects the school’s mission statement as developed and agreed upon by the members of the founding committee. The mission statement:

· Describes the purpose of the school.    

· Is short and concise, no more than several sentences. 

· Is the driving force and rationale behind all other components of the application. It should be obvious to a reader of the application that the school’s goals, educational program, operations, etc. all align with and support the fulfillment of the mission.

The vision of the school articulates how the applicant envisions the school and its impact in the future (five to ten years). The vision:

· Expresses the ideal, long-term impact, scope and scale of the school. The vision articulates what the school hopes to be, but not how the school will reach that vision. 

· Is concise and succinctly defines what the school looks like when it is “all grown up.”
· Focuses on outputs, not inputs. In other words, the mission statement defines what skills, knowledge, and competencies a student who graduates from the school will possess. Schools often create mission statements that define what the school will provide (the inputs, such as key programmatic characteristics), rather than defining what the school ultimately hopes to achieve in its students.


	Goals, Objectives, and Pupil Performance Standards

	This section focuses on the specific outcomes anticipated for the school and its students within the terms of the requested charter contract (usually three or five years). Some of the goals and objectives are focused on specific student outcomes (pupil performance or educational performance goals); others are broader school-based goals and objectives (organizational and management performance goals). The applicant need not include detailed strategies for meeting the goals in this section, as that will be covered in several different subsequent sections of the application.

Quality indicators for this section are as follows:

· Applicant has developed ten to twelve broad goals, with the majority focusing on educational performance. Each goal is a clear, measurable statement of what the school will accomplish with its students after a specific length of time attending the school.

· Goals are written as “SMART” goals, which means they are: Specific, Measurable, Ambitious and Attainable, Reflective of the School’s Mission, and Time-Specific with a Target Date.

· Each goal is supported by:

· Benchmarks or Objectives: Clear, measurable statements of what the school will accomplish with its students at a given point in the school’s development, usually each year or at more frequent intervals. Benchmarks allow monitoring of progress toward the ultimate goal.

· Measures: The assessment tools that will be used to gauge whether the goals and benchmarks have been achieved (e.g. standardized tests, internal assessments, parent surveys, School Accountability Report, etc.).

· Timeline: The goal or benchmarks should reflect how long the school anticipates taking to meet the goal or benchmark (e.g. annually, after three years, etc.).

· Goals and benchmarks are written taking into account that baseline data is not yet available. For example, without knowing at what level students will be able to perform when they enroll in the school, it would be premature to set a goal of 90% proficiency on CSAP at the end of the first year in any grade or subject area. A better goal would be that 90% students will make at least one year’s progress in one year’s time as measured by a value-added analysis of student assessment data using CSAP or a nationally-normed assessment. 

· The applicant includes several goals that demonstrate the school’s plans to meet the Colorado Accreditation Standards (http://www.cde.state.co.us/index_accredit.htm) and to make Adequate 
Yearly Progress (AYP) as defined by the No Child Left Behind Act.

· In addition to writing goals that cover core educational expectations (reading, writing, math, and other academic areas), the school has also developed goals around curriculum development, alignment of curriculum and instruction with state and district standards, professional development, attendance and re-enrollment, parent involvement, community involvement, and any other aspects of the program that are unique and essential to the school (e.g. service learning, multicultural education, outdoor education, foreign language acquisition, project-based learning, etc.).


	Evidence of Support

	The Evidence of Support section of the application provides the authorizer with detail on the student population to be served, how the founding committee has reached out to parents of targeted students, how many parents have expressed interest in the school by submitting Letters of Intent to Enroll, and what other community support exists for the school. Specifically, this section includes:

· Detailed information about the proposed school’s student body. This section reflects that the applicant has conducted sufficient research into the student population to understand their needs, educational values, and demographics (including racial/cultural, socioeconomic, special needs, and ELL breakdown). The remainder of the application reflects this understanding of the student population through a program designed specifically to meet these students’ needs.

· A description of the types of outreach the founding committee has conducted to make the student population and their families aware of the proposed charter school. Means of outreach should be diverse and designed to reach all students in the community, thereby ensuring equal access. Applicants may wish to include strategies such as community meetings, mailings, posters, door-to-door recruitment efforts, media advertising, etc.

· A detailed timeline and description of future outreach steps the founding committee intends to take.

· A summary of the number of families who have expressed interest in the proposed school through signing Intent to Enroll Forms. The summary of information includes the demographic breakdowns listed above, as well as information describing from where the students come (school district, what school would otherwise be attended (neighborhood public, private, charter), specific neighborhood, etc.).

· Reference to a sample Intent to Enroll form (which is included as an appendix) that has been used to gauge parent and student interest in the school. The Intent to Enroll form requests fairly detailed information in order to address authorizer questions about the student population.

· Information about community members and leaders who have stepped forward in support of the school. This is particularly important if the school is not being developed by a group of parents. 
· Information about the school’s founding committee, including resumes and/or bios.


	Educational Program & Standards

	This critical section of the application details an effective, well thought out, research-based educational program. This section should clearly align with the school’s mission, goals, and the student population to be served. Because this is such a substantial section of the application, it is recommended that the applicant break this section down into the following subsections. 

Everything in this section is research-based, whether based on extensive formal research studies or simply on other schools with a solid history of academic success. The application’s authors specifically cite the research basis throughout this section. It is not assumed that the reader of the application will be familiar with common best practices or widely-known research within the field of education or charter schools.


	Educational Program & Standards: Educational Philosophy

	· This section describes the founding committee’s core beliefs about education and how students learn since this is the driving force behind the school’s educational program.

· This section also describes the founding committee’s core beliefs about what a school of excellence looks like, as this too will drive the school’s educational program and operations. For example, if the founding committee believes that secondary students learn best when work is focused around group-based, interdisciplinary “real-life” projects, then the application presents a picture of how this style of learning (which is based on a set of beliefs about how students learn) will be implemented in the school.


	Educational Program & Standards: Curriculum

	· This section provides a detailed description of the school’s curriculum, including an overview of what will be taught at each grade level and all subject areas.

· If using an established school-wide curricular program (e.g. Expeditionary Learning/Outward Bound, Core Knowledge, Montessori, etc.) or another successful school as a model (e.g. High Tech High, Big Picture School, etc.), the application provides detailed information and research about the program or model. When possible, this should include research or objective evidence about the success of the chosen program/model. It should be obvious how use of such a program supports the school’s mission, goals, student population, and educational philosophy. Again, the applicant does not assume that the reader of the applicant will be familiar with or supportive of an established curricular program.

· If the founding committee has selected subject-specific skill-based programs (e.g. Success for All, Open Court Reading, Everyday Math, Saxon Math, Step Up to Writing, etc.), detailed information is provided about these programs and how they support the school’s mission, goals, and educational philosophy. It is important to include the research-basis behind these programs as the authorizer may not be familiar with them.

· The application defines how the school will ensure that the curriculum meets or exceeds the district educational and state content standards. It explains how the school will ensure alignment of its curriculum with standards. This alignment is explicit and not simply assumed because a certain program or model is being used.

· The application defines how the school will ensure the horizontal alignment of curriculum between classrooms and the vertical alignment of curriculum across grade levels.
· The application provides a clear rationale for the appropriateness of the curriculum for the school’s anticipated population and describes actions the school may take if, upon actual enrollment of students or baseline data is developed, it is determined that adjustments or revisions to the curriculum and/or instructional methodology (se below) are warranted.


	Educational Program & Standards: Instruction

	· As much as possible, the application defines any unique instructional methodologies that will be used to deliver the curriculum described above to the school’s students (e.g. direct instruction, Socratic seminars, lab-based learning, etc.). 

· The application defines how teachers will differentiate in order to meet the needs of students coming into the school with varying educational backgrounds, abilities and learning styles.

· In essence, this section provides the reader with a clear picture of what a typical day looks like as the school delivers the specified curricula.


	Educational Program & Standards: Supplemental Programs

	· The application defines any unique curricular aspects of the school’s program, such as a service-learning component, character education, outdoor education, multicultural education, after school program, etc.


	Educational Program & Standards: Professional Development

	· The application provides a description of methods the school will ensure the ongoing professional development of its faculty and staff, such as individual professional development plans, staff-wide training, assessment of progress made towards professional goals, etc.

· The application defines how the inaugural staff will be trained and prepared prior to the school opening. Further, this section explains how, after the first year, the school will support and assimilate teachers new to the school (regardless of their level of experience in education).

· If the school anticipates that it might hire teachers new to the field of education, the application explains how the school will support these teachers to ensure that they are successful.
· In addition to professional development, strategies the school will implement to support the faculty and build a positive staff culture in order to maintain high faculty retention rates are defined.

· The application discusses how the budget reflects the school’s professional development plan (e.g. a professional development allocation for every staff member, a certain percentage of the annual budget as defined by the board, instructional coaches dedicated to professional development, etc.). 


	Educational Program & Standards: Annual Calendar and Daily Schedule

	· The application provides a draft of the annual calendar so the authorizer understands the number of proposed student contact and teacher work days. This is especially important when the annual calendar differs from the district’s calendar.

· The application includes a draft of teachers’ and students’ daily schedules so the authorizer understands the number of hours of instruction per day and can see how the allocation of time on a daily basis reflects the school’s mission and goals. 

· The school’s proposed annual calendar and daily schedule reflect the minimum number of hours required by state statute (1,056 hours for secondary students; 968 hours for elementary students; no fewer than 160 days per year for all students; see C.R.S. 22-33-104 for more information).


	Evaluation of Student Performance

	This section expands on the goals section earlier in the application by defining how the school will determine whether it is meetings its goals. It focuses both on internal assessments used to drive instructional decision-making, as well as external assessments used to communicate academic achievement to stakeholders.
· The application provides a detailed description of how the school will use internal assessments to ensure that students are making progress towards both short- and long-term goals. The application describes the types of assessment that will primarily be used at the school, such as tests, projects, essays, portfolios, etc. 

· The application describes what formal assessments will be used in addition to CSAP. These evaluation methods align with the school’s goals outlined in the Goals, Objectives, and Pupil Performance Standards section. For example, if the school has a goal relating to the number of students reading on grade level by the end of each academic year, then there must be an assessment tool included to provide this information since CSAP begins in 3rd grade. The school has chosen assessments that will provide useful data for the school, rather than just using assessments for the sake of using assessments.

· The application defines how the school will gather baseline data on all students. It is recommended that all schools administer a standardized test at the start of the school’s first year to all students. This ensures that baseline data is available to determine progress made by students during the first year (rather than having to wait until the end of the second year when the school would have student achievement data for two consecutive years).

· The application explains how the school will use longitudinal data analysis to measure its success. The authors have listed the assessments to which the school will apply a value-added analysis of data.

· The application defines what assessments will be used for literacy testing in order to comply with the Colorado Basic Literacy Act. It explains how this data will be used to complete and monitor Individual Literacy Plans (ILPs). (See the Colorado Basic Literacy Act for more details C.R.S. 22-7-502 et. seq.)

· Identified formal assessments demonstrate that the school understands and intends to comply with the Colorado Accreditation Standards.

· Identified formal assessments comply with the district’s methods for determining whether the school has made Adequate Yearly Progress.

· The application explains how the school will collect, analyze, triangulate, and manage data on an ongoing basis. The school has created a Data Management Plan using the League’s Data Management Template. This plan is included as an appendix and this section provides a summary of the plan. It identifies what other tools and resources will be used for data management purposes, such an internal database, data management service, etc. This section also explains how budget resources have been allocated to support these staffing and resource decisions. 

· The application defines how the school will communicate individual student progress to parents and guardians. If the school does not plan to use traditional grades, the application explain what alternative methods will be used to communicate individual academic success to families.

· If the school includes a high school, the application includes information on the planned graduation requirements and how these requirements meet or exceed the school district’s requirements.

· The application provides information on how the school will annually review and report its assessment data and academic success to the parent community, the broader community, and the school district.

· In compliance with C.R.S. 22-30.5-106 (f), the application provides a description of the charter school's procedures for taking corrective action in the event that pupil performance at the charter school falls below the achievement goals approved by the authorizer in the charter contract.


	Economic Plan

	This is a substantive, important section of the application that details the school’s budget, the school’s plans for an independent financial audit, and other aspects of the school’s fiscal management.

· This section includes reference to a five-year balanced budget that is included as an appendix in the application. The budget reflects an understanding of specific statutory requirements including separation of the general fund and the capital reserve fund, as well as a 3% TABOR reserve each year. The attached budget includes an assumptions sheet to show what income and expense amounts are based on (e.g. per pupil revenue estimated at $6,200 for 225 students). 
· This section includes a summary of the budget, including all major revenue and expense items. 
NOTE: The summary reflects that the school has reviewed several operating charter schools’ budgets and understands the reality of revenues and expenses within the school district and the larger market. Specifically, on the revenue side, the school has gathered and used accurate information for projected per pupil revenue, mill levy funds, and title funds. On the expense side, the school has gathered and used information that reflects competitive salaries, benefits, accurate retirement contributions (e.g. PERA or DPSRS), special education costs as required by the authorizer, professional development expenses based on the proposed professional development plan, data management services, legal fees, audit costs, average market lease rates and associated facility costs, commercial insurance premiums, curriculum expenses, and furniture and equipment to supply a fully operating school building, and costs associated with special school focus or emphasis.     

· The budget is set up in such a way that it reflects an understanding of the Colorado Department of Education’s Chart of Accounts and any financial reporting requirements of the district.

· The budget does not include any “soft funds,” such as grant money or donations; it includes only grants or donations that have already been received or for which commitments have been received.
· The proposed budget balances each year and includes at least a 5 percent reserve (in addition to the TABOR reserve) that the school can use for emergency purposes or as a long-term reserve. 

· The application describes the process the school will follow to contract with a Certified Public Accountant to conduct an annual, independent financial audit. It explains how the school will disseminate the results from the audit with the school district and required state agencies.

· The application provides financial policies and procedures that the board and administration will implement and follow to ensure that the school remains fiscally solvent and that appropriate internal controls are implemented.

· The application provides financial policies and procedures that ensure that the school’s financial priorities are aligned with the mission and goals. Included is a description of an annual process for evaluating whether financial allocations have effectively supported the school in carrying out its mission and meeting its goals.

· If any financial services are to be provided by the state, a school district, or another third party, the applicant has provided a description of the manner in which these services will be conducted.


	Governance and Operations

	This section provides detailed information on the role and make-up of the board and the role of the school’s administration in carrying out the school’s mission and meeting its goals. Essential components of this section are as follows:

· This section includes a summary of the school’s proposed or approved by-laws, which should be included as an appendix. In this section of the application, the founding committee highlights key features of the school’s governance model as set forth in the by-laws. Specifically, the school addresses how board members are elected or appointed, when elections or appointments take place, who can serve on the school’s board, the length of board terms, whether there are term limits, how many directors serve on the board, a summary of board officers and their roles, and how often the board will meet. 

· If a board of directors has already been appointed, information is provided on how that process took place. If the initial board of directors will be elected or appointed following charter approval, a description is provided of that planned process. This section provides detail on how the founding committee will transition from its role as an informal committee into an operating school board following approval and the school’s opening.

· The application includes a definition of who can serve on the board (parents, community members, the school’s lead administrator, teachers, etc.). The application also defines who will be targeted for board participation (e.g. parents vs. community members or a combination of both).

· A description of the composition of the board of directors is included. The board represents the diversity of the school, which represents the diversity of the larger community. The board also represents a diversity of skill sets (e.g. people with legal, financial, governance, education, fundraising, etc. expertise). The application defines what the school’s ideal board of directors would look like. If this does not match the current composition of the board of directors, a plan for soliciting board participation in order to accomplish this vision is defined. 

· A detailed description of the board’s primary responsibilities and the administration’s primary responsibilities is included. It is essential that the difference between the roles and responsibilities of the board and administration are well thought out and articulated. 
NOTE: This is a typical point of tension in operating schools and the more this can be delineated in advance of hiring a school leader, the better. To better understand these differences, the League recommends that founding committees do substantial research into successful governance models and obtain governance training. While it is expected that the board will take on some functions of management prior to the school leader’s hire and even during initial startup, the board should understand its role in governing the school, not in managing or operating it.

· If the school is not able to hire a lead administrator until just a couple months before the school’s opening, a detailed plan of how the lead administrator will be recruited and hired, and then how the transition of leadership (from the founding committee and/or board to the school administration) will take place is included.

· This section includes a list of the school’s primary governance and operational policies that the board has either already adopted or will adopt prior to the school’s opening, as well as additional policies needed to ensure the sound governance and operations of the school.. 
· The application contains a draft or final conflict of interest policy and a policy for hearing parent grievances.   
· The application offers an explanation of any non-traditional governance structures, such as an all-parent board, staff members serving on the board, the lead administrator serving on the board, etc. It explains how any potential conflicts of interest will be avoided on a non-traditional board.

· The application includes a description of steps the school will take to remain in compliance with the Open Meeting Act.

· The application includes a description of steps the school will take to remain in compliance with the Colorado Public Records Act.

· A detailed description of the responsibilities of the school’s accountability committee and its role in relation to the school’s board of directors and administration is included. This section demonstrates that the applicant thoroughly understands statutory guidance on School Advisory Councils (or accountability committees) and commits to forming such a committee upon the school’s opening. (See C.R.S. 22-7-106 and 107 for additional information.)
· The application includes a description of any other ongoing committees that will be put into place and their roles.


	Employee Relations

	This section provides a variety of information on the school’s employees and employment policies. This section includes:

· A clear explanation of how the school plans to classify its employees. If all of the school’s employees will be “at-will” employees, the application provides a definition of what this means. 

· A delineation of who is responsible for employment decisions (board of directors or lead administrator) including recruiting, hiring, performance evaluation, renewal decisions, and firing.

· Administrator and teacher qualifications. Teacher qualifications must include No Child Left Behind requirements for highly qualified teachers, which is not the same as licensure. (Colorado law does not require charter school teachers to be licensed; however, some charter schools have made this an explicit expectation.)
· Job descriptions for all key employees, including teachers and administrators. These job descriptions are especially important and will help the reader better understand the school when non-traditional or unique roles/jobs are planned.

· A reference to the school’s employee policies, which are included in an appendix. The school will need to adopt many personnel policies and the founding committee should review several quality schools’ employee handbooks for examples. Some key policies include, but are not limited to, employment practices, benefits, leave policies, grievance policy, conflict of interest policy, classroom practices, evaluation practices, etc.


	Community and Family Engagement

	This section is designed to address the roles parents/guardians, community members, and community organizations will play as part of the school community. This section includes:

· An overview of how parents will be or have been involved in the charter application process and how this involvement will carry over once the school is opened.

· A description of the parent/guardian volunteer requirement, if one exists. If the school does plan to have such a requirement, it is important to note that this is an expectation, rather than an enforced requirement with any type of punitive consequence for families not fulfilling their hours. For example, the school cannot restrict enrollment only to families who serve a certain number of volunteer hours. 

· Detail about the types of roles parent/guardian and community volunteers will serve within the school, such as front office support, teacher support in the classroom, clerical support (photocopying, stuffing folders, etc.), committee roles, event organizers, etc.

· Information about how community organizations will be involved with the school or how the school’s students will be involved with community organizations. Any existing or planned relationships with outside organizations should be described.


	Enrollment Policies and Procedures

	This section explains how students who want to attend the school will be admitted and enrolled. Because the Evidence of Support section provides detail on how students are being recruited, this section focuses more on how the school manages the students once they are interested in attending the school. This section should include:

· An enrollment policy, which specifies that enrollment is available to all students without regard to race, creed, color, sex, national origin, religion, sexual orientation, ancestry, disability, or need for special education services. 

· The policy specifies any other priority enrollment groups, such as siblings, children of founders (in which case “founders” also need to be defined), and students seeking to change schools under the public school choice provisions of ESEA Title I.

· The policy specifies whether enrollment will be determined by waitlist or lottery in the case that the school is oversubscribed.

Note: The school’s enrollment policy must be in compliance with federal guidelines if the school wants to receive federal startup funding. The founding committee may want to have the CDE Charter Schools Office review the enrollment policy for compliance prior to submitting the charter application. See also the U.S. Department of Education’s Non-Regulatory Guidance: Title V, Part B, Charter Schools Program, available at http://www.cde.state.co.us/index_charter.htm.
· Application and enrollment procedures, including when open enrollment happens, when the lottery takes place, and the annual deadline for enrollment (if the school has one, e.g. October 1).

· The means by which the school will track Intent to Enroll forms and manage the applicant pool, including how communication will take place and who will be responsible for this.

· The contents of the enrollment packet, which a parent/guardian fills out once a student has been admitted to the school. This reflects an understanding of the types of documentation the district requires for safety, medical, legal and financial purposes. The school should commit to having all student files set up prior to the school’s opening.


	Student Discipline

	This section defines how the school intends to handle student discipline and establish a student culture in which all students are able to learn. This section includes:

· A proposed discipline policy and procedures. 

· An explanation of how disciplinary expectations will be communicated to parents/guardians and students.

· A description of how the school will handle discipline for students with disabilities to ensure compliance with IDEA regulations.

· Expulsion procedures and due process rights for students and parents/guardians. This may also include a process for appealing an expulsion decision.

· A description of steps the school will take to develop a positive student culture, thereby reducing the number of disciplinary infractions and reliance on negative consequences.

Note: It is strongly recommended that the applicant meet with someone who handles discipline at the district level prior to submitting the charter application in order to gauge how the authorizer views charter schools and discipline issues.

The founding committee should ensure that discipline plans are in compliance with statutory requirements and district policy. If not, ensure that an appropriate state or district waiver is being sought to allow for flexibility in implementing student discipline and that an appropriate replacement policy is well-defined. 


	Serving Students with Special Needs

	This section addresses how the school will meet the needs of a variety of “special needs” students who may enroll at the school. Specifically, this section addresses how the school will successfully serve: 

· Students with Individualized Education Plans (IEPs). This includes a summary of special education staffing plans, allocation of resources to special education, student evaluation processes and the role of the special education staff (e.g. pulling students out vs. working with teachers and students in the regular classroom). This section also includes an explanation of how the school will know whether it has been successful in meeting these students’ needs.

· Students with 504 Plans. The school addresses how 504 plans will be prepared and evaluated to ensure that students’ needs are being met.

· English language learners (ELL). The applicant has developed a plan for meeting the needs of ELL students. Those groups that are targeting a community with a significant number of ELL families have give particular focus to this section. The application addresses how the planned curriculum and instructional strategies will be used to meet the needs of ELL students. In addition, the application reflects an understanding of how ELL students will be evaluated to determine whether they qualify for services (e.g. CELA testing), what types of services will be provided, who will provide the services, what resources are being allocated to meet these students’ needs, and how the school will know whether it has been successful in meeting ELL students’ needs. 

· Low income students. This is primarily determined by whether students qualify for the free and reduced lunch program. Applicants have addressed how they will meet the unique needs of these students, including their physical needs (providing food services, waiving student fees, providing uniforms, addressing transportation needs, etc.). This section also includes an explanation of how the school will know whether it has been successful in meeting these students’ needs.
· Low performing students. The school will undoubtedly attract students who enter below grade level. The application should include some thoughtful, realistic strategies for bringing these students up to grade level and ensuring their success in the school. These strategies must be compatible with proposed staffing structures and budgetary restrictions.
· Students with physical disabilities. The application acknowledges a commitment to finding a facility that is ADA compliant (or renovating to ensure ADA compliance) and to providing any physical/occupational therapy as required by a student’s IEP.

· Gifted and talented students (GT). The founding committee addresses how it will differentiate instruction and curriculum to meet the needs of gifted and talented students. In addition, this section addresses how gifted and talented students will be identified, how resources will be allocated to meet the needs of these students, and how the school will know whether it has been successful in meeting GT students’ needs.

· The application states how strategies for serving students with special needs will actually be implemented.  The application specifically identifies the number and type of instructional or other staff that will teach or support special needs students, as well as special needs services to be provided by contracted providers.  In addition, the application will identify additional supports or programs that will be provided to students with special needs.  

Note: It is strongly recommended that the applicant meet with the district’s special education director or a representative from the district’s special services department prior to submitting the charter application. The purpose of this meeting is to gain an understanding of how the authorizer views charter schools and the handling of special education issues.


	Dispute Resolution 

	This section is simply a paragraph or two that reflects the school’s understanding of and compliance with C.R.S. 22-30.5-107.5, which explains how the school and its authorizer agree to resolve disputes that may arise concerning governing policy provisions of the school's charter contract. 


	Liability and Insurance

	This section explains what types of insurance the school plans to carry to protect itself and its students. Schools are encouraged to carry liability, worker’s compensation, directors and officers, errors and omissions, property (building, if appropriate, and contents), educators’ legal liability, and student accident and catastrophic accident insurance.


	Food Service

	This section addresses whether the school plans to offer food service to its students. Schools with a significant number of students who qualify for the free and reduced lunch program are strongly encouraged to offer some sort of lunch program. 

· If the school does plan to offer a lunch program, details about how this service will be offered are included. 

· If the school does not plan to offer a lunch program, this section addresses how the school will address the needs of students who forget or cannot provide a lunch. 


	Transportation

	This section addresses whether the school plans to offer any transportation services to its students. Charter schools are not required by law to provide transportation; however, the founding committee should give some thought to how students’ transportation needs will be met without transportation services.

· If the school does plan to offer transportation, the applicant explains how this will be provided (e.g. through the district, private transportation service, school-purchased buses). Further, the applicant must be able to demonstrate that the budget accurately reflects the cost of providing student transportation.

· If the school does not plan to offer transportation, the applicant provides some alternative means for meeting students’ transportation needs (e.g. arranging carpools, purchasing bus passes for older students, etc.).

· This section of the application also reflects a commitment from the school to meet the transportation needs of students with IEPs or 504s that require transportation services.


	Waivers

	It is suggested that schools include a statement at the beginning of this section acknowledging a commitment to comply with all laws and policy that are not waived. However, this section focuses primarily on the waivers being requested and  is broken down into two primary sub-sections: state waivers and district waivers. 

· The state waiver section includes a list of the state statutes for which waivers are being requested. In addition to listing the statutes, the applicant also provides a policy or plan for what the charter school will do instead, as well as the rationale or purpose for requesting the waiver. The founding committee is encouraged to review the waivers that the Colorado Department of Education has previously approved for charter schools at http://www.cde.state.co.us/cdechart/download/CharterWaivers.pdf. 

· The district waiver section includes a list of the district policies for which waivers are being requested. Again, in addition to listing the policies, the applicant includes a draft replacement policy that the school will adopt, as well as the rationale or purpose for requesting the waiver. The founding committee is encouraged to visit with other charter schools under the authority of the same authorizer to determine typical waivers that are granted. 


	Facility

	This section provides information on the school’s short- and long-term facility plans. If the founding committee has not already identified a definite school facility, the committee has identified at least two prospective facility sites and the application contains a cogent strategy for acquiring one or more of the prospective sites.  This section should include as much of the following information as possible:
· A facility needs assessment, including how many classrooms are needed, how many specials rooms are needed (art, music, gym), minimum size of each classroom, library space needed, number of bathrooms needed, number of offices needed, amount of common space needed, outdoor space needed, etc.

· Target location for the school building (geographical boundaries based on student outreach and enrollment).

· As much detail as possible about the planned or prospective facility/facilities, including location (or general location if confidentiality is important due to lease negotiations), size, cost per square foot, zoning and occupancy requirements, and how each facility aligns with the facility needs assessment.

· An explanation of how funds are being allocated for facility costs in the budget. This includes potential lease costs, renovation expenses, and any other expenses involved in preparing the building for use as a school.  If additional funds or financing will be needed to bring a facility on-line, the application narrative and attached budget identify  potential grants and/or lending sources.
· Reference to the type of professional assistance the founding committee is accessing in order to effectively navigate the real estate market.


� Much of the information in this section is taken from “Developing Sound Performance Goals and Measures: Guidance for Charter Schools” prepared by Margaret Lin, a Senior Associate at the National Association of Charter School Authorizers.
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