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FOREWORD 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Presently, students of  color in a southeastern state do not have access to high-quality 

schools. The Charter School Founders Program seeks to create schools that provide 

opportunities to students and families to mitigate systemic educational inequities. This mixed-

methods study investigates the supports charter school founders and leaders found useful in 

launching and running their schools. This study is the first of  its kind in the literature world of  

charter school founding. Our research examines charter school stakeholders' perspectives on the 

Charter School Founders Program’s supports. This report seeks to answer the following 

questions: (1) To what extent is the program providing the support school leaders need to launch 

and run their schools? And what supports do they think are the most useful? (2) What additional 

supports do fellows and school leaders need that are currently not provided? (3) To what extent 

do supports compare from a school founder program to similar programs nationally? The 

conceptual framework, consisting of  the three main buckets of  culture and people, instruction, 

and organization, served as a foundation for our research (Grissom et al., 2022). Researchers used 

a convenience volunteer sample. Participants included charter school leaders and founders, 

Charter School Founders Program staff, and charter school stakeholders. Researchers collected 

survey responses, conducted interviews, observations, and website/document reviews, in addition 

to completing one school visit. Some of  the major findings included: (1) Participants did not feel 

adequately prepared to take on board development. (2) The Charter School Founders Program 

created a strong culture of  teacher development and evaluating teachers. (3) The Charter School 

Founders Program selects leaders that are highly motivated. (4) Participants consider financial 

planning to be a strength of  the Charter School Founders Program, but they still possess a 

knowledge gap in financial planning and desire more support. (5) Participants stated that securing 

a building was a time-consuming and financially taxing process.  Based on the findings of  our 

study, we recommend that the Charter School Founders Program expands academic support for 

academic programming and accountability, provides practical recruitment and hiring strategies, 

builds a charter facilities incubator, prioritizes sustainability in financial planning, and increases 

the responsiveness of  leadership development.  
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DEFINITION OF THE ISSUE AND PROJECT QUESTIONS 

THE ISSUE 

Our capstone project is aimed at addressing the fact that the Charter School Founders 

Program  does not have any data that pinpoints which aspects of  their program are helping their 

fellows develop into effective and successful charter school leaders. Furthermore, no data that 

highlights what new elements could be included in the Charter School Founders Program to 

better support their fellows. Essentially, other than the data point that the Charter School 

Founders Program fellows currently have a 100% charter school application approval rate, the 

Charter School Founders Program does not have any concrete data.  

Organizations often find it challenging to ask for more funding, prove their impact, or 

improve their organization without concrete data. We seek to secure data regarding which aspects 

of  the Charter School Founders Program were the most helpful, what elements were missing 

from the program, how the Charter School Founders Program compares to similar organizations 

on a national scale, and what the Charter School Founders Program needs to adopt from other 

programs. The key questions that our project will answer are as follows:  

o To what extent is the program providing the support school leaders need to launch and 

run their schools? And what kinds of  support do they think are the most useful? 

o What additional supports do fellows and school leaders need that are currently not 

provided? 

o To what extent do supports compare from a school founder program to similar programs 

nationally? 

Participants utilized their own perception of  the word useful to answer questions that 

were asked by the researchers. Researchers define support as anything that the Charter School 

Founders Program does with the intention of  ensuring that school founders and leaders are able 

to launch and maintain their charter school. Over the past nine months, we have intensely 

examined the program and compiled a complete report. It is our hope that our study is beneficial 

in aiding the Charter School Founders Program to improve its organization and the support that 

they provide to current and future charter school founders and leaders. 
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CONTEXTUAL ANALYSIS  

The Charter School Founders Program has a 100% charter school application approval 

rate. The Charter School Founders Program is a nonprofit charter school incubator in the 

southeastern part of  the United States whose focus is creating educational equity by supporting 

the establishment of  high-quality charter schools. The schools that Charter School Founders 

Program helped to establish are dispersed among multiple counties and are mostly urban.  The 

Charter School Founders Program seeks to recruit and support charter school founders to launch 

and run charter schools in communities that lack access to high-performing public schools. Based 

on the needs of  fellows and the Charter School Founders Program’s capacity, fellows may be 

placed into additional alternative fellowships concurrently. The Charter School Founders 

Program also helps influence state-level education policy and connect future and current charter 

school leaders and founders with vital community members such as university presidents and 

business owners.  

Due to their level of  impact, the Charter Schools Founders Program sought to evaluate 

the usefulness of  the skills they seek to develop. One key goal of  the Charter School Founders 

Program is the sustainability and growth of  multiple charter schools that aim to positively impact 

school and student outcomes. As it is the researchers’ desire to make every effort to maintain the 

confidentiality of  the organization, only limited contextual information can be provided. 

The researchers' conceptual framework was adapted from Grissom et al. (2021). This 

framework is titled Charter School Founder and Leadership Context. It showcases the skills, 

activities, and leadership behaviors that result in school and student outcomes. The major bins for 

skills are culture and people, instruction, and organization. We define major activities existing in 

stakeholder development, academic program, and operations. The culture and people bin 

encompasses skills necessary to foster human development and relationships.  In addition, the 

instruction bin encompasses the skills necessary for teaching and learning throughout the school. 

Moreover, the organization bin encompasses the skills necessary to launch and run a charter 

school and conduct day-to-day operations. 

METHODS 

SAMPLING AND RECRUITMENT 

Our target sample was 28 participants, inclusive of the Charter School Founders Program 

staff members, current and past Charter School Founders Program fellows, non-Charter School 
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Founders Program fellows who received some level of support, and other charter school 

stakeholders. There was one school founder whom researchers were unable to interview and one 

staff member that was not able to partake in the focus group.  More specifically, researchers 

spoke to eight out of nine Charter School Founders Program staff members. With respect to 

current and past Charter School Founders Program fellows, researchers interviewed five out of 

eight people in total. Along those lines, researchers were able to collect survey data from five out 

of the eight current and past Charter School Founders Program fellows. As such, our total 

number of study participants was 24. Due to contractual agreements that exist between school 

leaders and the Charter School Founders Program, we are not able to clearly define how many 

non-Charter School Founders Program fellows actually receive support from the program.  

Researchers utilized a convenience volunteer sample of current and past fellows of the 

Charter School Founders Program, current staff members of the Charter School Founders 

Program, current and past fellows of similar organizations, non-Charter School Founders 

Program fellows who receive some level of support, and other charter school stakeholders. 

Participants and the organization remain confidential. Pseudonyms are utilized throughout the 

study to refer to stakeholders, people, places, and things (see Appendix). Researchers crafted 

recruitment e-mails to be sent to possible participants. Recruitment e-mails were sent by a staff 

member of the Charter School Founders Program. In regard to the recruitment of current and 

past fellows of similar organizations, researchers utilized their professional network to identify 

possible participants and reached out to them personally to request an interview. Through survey, 

interview, and focus group data, researchers hoped to learn about the level of usefulness of the 

supports provided by the Charter School Founders Program, the level of preparedness of current 

and past fellows to carry out particular duties associated with launching and running a charter 

school, and the level of overall program quality. In addition, through the interview data, 

researchers aimed to learn how the Charter School Founders Program compared to similar 

programs.  

SURVEY CREATION 

The survey was adapted in part from Tennessee [TN] Educator Survey, specifically the 

2018 Early Administrator Branch (see Appendix B). The TN Educator Survey is an annual 

combined effort between the Tennessee Department of  Education [TNDOE] and the Tennessee 

Education Research Alliance (TERA). While researchers were not able to locate creation 

information for the 2018 Early Administrator Branch version of  the survey, they were able to 
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find information regarding the creation of  the 2022 TN Educator Survey creation information. 

The 2022 TN Educator Survey is comprised of  questions selected from other validated large-

scale educator surveys, including the Schools and Staffing Survey (SASS), Teaching, Empowering, 

Leading, and Learning (TELL) survey, and the University of  Chicago Consortium on Chicago 

School Research’s 5 Essentials survey (TNDOE, 2022). The survey focused on the three main 

bins as depicted in the conceptual framework. The survey focused on the following independent 

variables:  

o Program supports to launch and run a charter school 

o Participants’ years of  leadership experience 

o The survey focused on the following dependent variables:  

o The fellows’ perception of  the extent to which the program prepared them for various 

aspects of  launching and running a charter school 

o The fellows’ perception of  the overall quality of  the program 

The survey was completed anonymously to encourage honest responses. However, given 

that we interviewed a total of  21 participants, and we had a total of  24 participants in our study, 

we can infer that 2 out of  5 of  the survey respondents also participated in an interview.  

INTERVIEWS  

We interviewed a total of  21 people. Those who participated are considered present 

fellows and past fellows of  the Charter School Founders Program, internal stakeholders, and 

external stakeholders, including comparative charter school leaders from different contexts. The 

comparative charter school leaders were a fellow in one of  three fellowships: Creating Stellar 

Schools, Collaboration Education Fellowship, and Education Executive Fellowship. Creating 

Stellar Schools is a four-year fellowship that helps its fellows through the process of  founding 

and leading a public school (Creating Stellar Schools Website, 2023). Collaboration Education 

Fellowship is a tiered fellowship whose support of  their fellows ranges from academic program 

development for current school leaders to school creation assistance for future school leaders and 

has a varying timeline of  roughly nine months to a year  (Collaboration Education Fellowship 

Website, 2023). Executive Education Fellowship recruits mid-level executives who are passionate 

about opening charter schools to meet the needs of  the community. Most interviews were 

conducted with questions based on our conceptual framework (see Figure 1), which was adapted 

from Grissom et al. (2021). Many were conducted one-on-one over Zoom, recorded, transcribed, 
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and coded later. Each interview took approximately one hour. During our visit to the Charter 

School Founders Program’s headquarters in October of  2022, we interviewed two participants 

and a focus group over Zoom and in person together, which followed the same procedures. The 

researchers’ purpose for this visit was to obtain an in-person perspective of  the supports 

provided by the Charter School Founders Program. We also interviewed two school leaders at 

their school. 

OBSERVATIONS  

For our research, we conducted one observation. We observed a learning session of  

about 30 minutes in length which was attended by current fellows. This learning session was 

selected based on the participants’ and researchers’ schedules. The learning session focused on 

school culture and climate. Additionally, the current Charter School Founders Program fellows 

reviewed part of  the State Charter School Application Rubric and compared a portion of  their 

application to the corresponding portion of  the rubric. Researchers took detailed notes and 

recorded the observation using the Otter.ai system. 

DOCUMENTS 

The documents reviewed include websites, job descriptions, and internal documents such as the 

Charter School Founders Program’s leadership standards, scope and sequence, and schedule of  

activities. 

DATA ANALYSIS PLAN 

At the start of  the project, the research team identified topics related to three areas as 

depicted in the conceptual framework: Culture and People, Instruction, and Organization. 

Researchers analyzed the qualitative data, organized by the conceptual bin topics and key quotes 

from participant responses. The researchers conducted listening tours, compiled analytic memos, 

created matrices, and synthesized the analysis in a master matrix. Each researcher participated in a 

listening tour by transcribing interviews with the Otter.ai system and reading transcripts. The 

researchers listened to each interview twice to identify themes. Each interview created a more 

comprehensive matrix. The matrix coalesces the significant themes from all interviews by 

utilizing our conceptual framework as a foundation. The findings are aligned with the conceptual 

framework. The master matrix includes patterns, trends, and highlighted points from prior work 

by the researchers and represents a comprehensive analysis of  our interview and focus group 

data. In doing so, the following themes emerged: Stakeholder Development, School Culture, 
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Academic Program, School Design, School Visits, Operations, Charter School Application, 

Evaluating Governance Quality and Accountability, and Evaluating Financial Quality and 

Accountability. As researchers were designing the survey and interview guides, they were 

benchmarking between the conceptual bins and topics. 

Moreover, researchers calculated the averages, minimum, and maximum of  the responses 

for each survey question. The averages were disaggregated by years of  leadership experience. 

Disaggregated averages were discussed in comparison to each other if  participants with 7 or 

more years of  leadership experience rated a support lower than participants with 6 or less years 

of  leadership experience by at least 1 point. Disaggregated averages were also discussed if  

participants with 6 or less years of  leadership experience had a perfect 5 average for a survey 

question and participants with 7 or more years of  experience had an average response lower than 

5 for that same question. If  a calculated average fell within the range of  0 - 3.4, researchers 

considered that as indicative of  participants not observing support as a strength of  the program 

(see Table 1). If  a calculated average fell within the range of  3.5 - 3.9, researchers considered that 

as indicative of  participants observing a support as an emerging strength of  the program, with 

ranges within 4.0 - 5.0 indicative of  a support being a strength of  the program. The cut-off  

points were determined based on the survey answers that the numbers represented. Researchers 

identified findings, limitations,  and recommendations. For usefulness ratings, each of  the 

following numbers corresponded with the associated response: 1 (not at all useful), 2 (slightly 

useful), 3 (moderately useful), 4 (very useful), and 5 (extremely useful).  Regarding level 

preparedness ratings, each of  the following numbers constituted the associated response: 1 (not 

at all prepared), 2 (somewhat unprepared), 3 (neither or unprepared), 4 (somewhat prepared), and 

5 (well prepared).With respect to the level of  agreement ratings, each of  the following numbers 

represented the associated response: 1 (strongly disagree),  2 (somewhat disagree), 3 (neither 

agree nor disagree), 4 (somewhat agree), and 5 (strongly agree). 

VALIDITY AND RELIABILITY 

Researchers engaged in a variety of  different strategies identified by Merriam and Tisdell 

(2016) to increase the reliability and validity of  the study. Researchers provided a rich, thick 

description of  the study’s context so that the readers could decide the extent to which their 

situation reflects the study’s context. Although researchers utilized a convenience volunteer 

sample, they were very intentional about collecting data from a variety of  different types of  

participants (i.e., past fellows, current fellows, Chair of  the State Public Charter School 

Commission, Charter School Founders Program staff, fellows from similar programs, and other 
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charter school stakeholders). Additionally, every cohort is represented in the current and past 

fellows that we interviewed. Therefore, the participants are representative of  the entire sample of  

current and past fellows.  Moreover, the study includes triangulation, as evidenced by the 

utilization of  multiple sources of  data, the conceptual framework, multiple methods of  data 

collection, and two researchers. Researchers spent an adequate amount of  time collecting the data 

in an effort to ensure that the data was saturated. Researchers sought the professional guidance 

of  scholarly, peer-reviewed researchers at Vanderbilt Peabody College in the Leadership, Policy, 

and Organizations Department.  

LIMITATIONS 

One clear limitation of  our research was utilizing a convenience, volunteer sample. 

Additionally, our research did not capture the perspective of  families or students, who are 

undoubtedly important stakeholders in the charter school space. Lastly, we did not have all past, 

and current fellows complete our survey, as only five of  the eight provided survey responses.  

RESULTS 

QUESTION ONE (TO WHAT EXTENT IS THE PROGRAM PROVIDING THE SUPPORT 

SCHOOL LEADERS NEED TO LAUNCH AND RUN THEIR SCHOOLS? AND WHAT 

KINDS OF SUPPORT DO THEY THINK ARE THE MOST USEFUL?) 

 

CULTURE AND PEOPLE 

 I feel so protected. I trust them. [...][It] is a cutthroat 

world out here trying to found a school. - Amy 

Culture and people are essential components for the success of organizations, and this 

certainly holds true for a school founding program. Throughout the process, many of the 

research participants identified themes related to culture and people in different ways. These 

themes are presented below. 

Stakeholder Development. Stakeholder development is a clear theme that emerged in 

the data and is an indispensable aspect of launching and running a charter school. Stakeholder 

development encompasses board development, teacher development, leadership development, 
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and parent and community connection. Ergo, stakeholder development covers a vast range of 

supports needed to launch and run a charter school.  

Teacher Development. The culture of teacher professional development and evaluating 

teachers were strengths in some capacity. Stakeholder development is a central theme informing 

the success of school founders. “Maggie,” a current fellow within the Charter School Founders 

Program, shared the following sentiments:  

The most useful support is teacher development; as we all know, teacher efficacy has the 

biggest impact [on student achievement]. So, making sure teacher development and 

recruitment is in conjunction to create a culture of learning [and] support with my 

teachers, so that trickles down to my students. 

Several of the participants expressed similar ideas in regard to teacher development. 

Participants demonstrated a clear understanding that teacher development is the school’s 

responsibility from the first day a teacher’s contract starts; one participant acknowledged the 

importance of such a responsibility by changing their teacher professional development plan 

from 10 days to 15 days. However, as significant as teacher development is, it will ultimately be 

more costly to the school to increase the time needed to properly develop teachers’ skill sets 

before they are in front of students. Fortunately, the Charter School Founders Program exists to 

help make tough decisions like these for charter school founders; this includes – but is not 

limited to – creating a training space where school leaders can convene on crucial topics like 

teacher development.  

While based on the qualitative data, participants seemed to exhibit a thorough 

understanding that teacher development is the school’s responsibility and recognize the 

importance of it, and one participant even declares it the most useful support,  the survey data 

provides some clarity as to how prepared participants are to fulfill the responsibility of 

developing teachers. An emerging strength of the Charter School Founders Program is teacher 

development support. Researchers define an emerging strength as a positive of the Charter 

School Founders Program due to the fact the number describes a survey rating that still falls on 

the upper half of the scale range. Survey participants rated the extent to which they found the 

teacher development that the Charter School Founders Program provided useful, and the average 

response was 3.6. The lowest response for the aforementioned question was 2, and the highest 

response was 5.  

Teacher development is a key focus of the Charter School Founders Program during the 

12-month,  cohort-based fellowship. As such, participants work to develop a comprehensive, 

effective development plan. The Charter School Founders Program’s approach to comprehensive 
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teacher development consists of participants visiting schools to observe best practices in a 

firsthand, real-world setting. Additionally, the program guides participants in creating 

professional development plans for their instructional model, as well as plans for school design 

and teacher coaching and development cycles. Participants found the focus on professional 

development to be the most helpful.  

A clear strength of the Charter School Founders Program is their preparation regarding 

evaluating teachers and other educators. Participants were asked to rate the extent to which the 

Charter School Founders Program prepared them for evaluating teachers and other educators, 

resulting in an average response of 4. In fact, every participant rated 4 for this particular survey 

question.  

Leadership Development. Overall, the support provided by the Charter School 

Founders Program regarding leadership development was useful. Character-led leadership is a 

clearly identified support of the Charter School Founders Program. As such, participants were 

asked to rate the extent to which they found character-led leadership useful on the survey. The 

average response to this question was 4.4, with the lowest response being 3 and the highest being 

5.  Along the lines of leadership development, participants were asked to rate the extent to which 

they agree or disagree with the following statement about the Charter School Founders Program: 

This program taught me what I needed to know to be an effective charter school leader. This 

survey question clearly shines a spotlight on the level of quality of the leadership development 

that participants received. The average response to this question was 4.2. The lowest response to 

the aforementioned question was four, and the highest response was 5, bringing further credit to 

the quality of the leadership development the Charter School Founders Program provides. 

Relationships. The Charter School Founders Program satisfactorily provides charter 

school founders and leaders with a network and connections that support them in launching and 

running their school. All participants indicated that they were introduced to others within the 

community who could support the launch and operation of their charter schools. Devin found 

being introduced to other stakeholders helpful, explaining:  

[The Charter School Founders Program] has a dedicated network of local funders here 

that they introduce [to] fellows. From my end, I didn’t know a lot of funders beforehand. 

But just a real introduction from the team. And [the Charter School Founders Program] 

has been really, really helpful to kind of move the ball rolling on some fundraising things. 

As well as also ensuring that you’re in touch with folks from a commission that you 

should be in touch with; they’ve also helped broker some of those relationships. 
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Other participants found it helpful to be introduced to attorneys through the fellowship, stating 

that if they needed help making such connections, they felt comfortable giving the organization a 

call for more information.   

Board Development.  To a certain extent, the support provided by the Charter School 

Founders Program around forming a governing board met the needs of charter school founders 

and leaders. Board development is a key component of launching and running a charter school, 

and board development starts with ensuring that the right people are on your board, to begin 

with. The Charter School Founders Program board development support entails providing 

participants with the knowledge necessary to seek out and onboard key stakeholders that can 

utilize their expertise to support the charter school. As such, participants were asked to rate the 

extent to which the Charter School Founder Program prepared them for forming their governing 

board. Interestingly, regarding the Charter School Founder Program preparing fellows to form 

the governing board, the fellows’ average response was 3.8. Additionally, the lowest response to 

the question was 3, while the highest response to the question was 5. This indicates that this is an 

emerging strength of the program. However, this finding is complicated by the interview data. 

Notably, several fellows mentioned wanting the program to do more to help them form their 

governing board. One fellow, in particular, spoke about wanting more assistance with actually 

identifying potential board members. Amy mentioned that vetting people for the governing 

board is a time-consuming process, and it would be helpful if she were provided with a list of 

potential board members to save her some time.  

It would also just be nice to have like a pool of people just based on the fact that they 

encountered them before, or they know because I feel like sometimes I spend a lot of 

time like weeding through people. And I feel like time is of the essence, right? It'd just be 

nice. Here's the people that we know, are like proponents of the charter school 

movement [...]. 

Additionally, participants were asked to rate the extent to which they found the board 

development support useful. The average response for this question was 3.6. Interestingly, the 

lowest response for this question was 1, while the highest response was 5. This indicates that 

while board development support is an emerging strength of the Charter School Founders 

Program, there is obviously some variability among how participants view the usefulness of this 

particular support.  

Parent and Community Connection. The Charter School Founders Program provides 

ample support to charter school founders and leaders to assist them in fostering and nurturing 

parent and community connection. As part of the survey, participants were asked to rate the 
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extent to which they find the parent and community connection support useful. This particular 

support aids participants in adopting the mindset that the charter school they will found and lead 

is not their own but rather the community’s. In that same vein, participants must make it a 

priority to actively form authentic partnerships with both families and community members. The 

average response to the aforementioned question was 4.2, indicating that the parent and 

community connection support is a strength of the Charter School Founders Program. 

Furthermore, the lowest response to this question was 3 and the highest response was 5. 

Additionally, one stakeholder stated, “The parent [...] engagement that they're doing at a 

statewide level, I think is very important.” Thus, giving further credence to a more profound 

connection of parent involvement support by the Charter School Founders Program. 

Networking with other charter schools is also a pathway to strengthening community 

connections. Participants were asked to rate the extent to which the Charter School Founders 

Program prepared them for networking with other charter schools. The average response was 

4.2, while the lowest and highest responses were 3 and 5, respectively. This indicates that 

participants view the support related to networking with other charter schools as a strength of 

the Charter School Founders Program.  

Involving parents in their student’s education is a salient part of being a charter school 

leader. Participants were asked to rate the extent to which the Charter School Founders Program 

prepared them for involving parents in their child’s education. The average response to this 

question was 4.4., with the lowest and highest responses being 4 and 5, respectively. This high 

overall average response rating indicates that the preparation that fellows received related to 

parent involvement was perceived as a strength by participants.  

School Culture. The Charter School Founders Program provides helpful teaching and 

learning school culture support. Fostering school culture is a vital job of a charter school leader, 

as school culture figuratively represents the roots of the school’s tree. Everything in the school 

flows from the school culture. School culture is one of the supports the Charter School Founders 

Program provides participants. Lawrence, a charter school leader, recounts his experience 

collaborating at a school culture training with other charter school leaders:  

We attended Teach Like a Champion [training] about a month ago, [and] it was really 

helpful. But [...], you know, galvaniz[ing] and all the charter leaders around a certain 

concept or certain practice is helpful so we can continue to collaborate outside of that 

convene.  

This support aims to aid participants in creating and sustaining an academic environment that 

hinges on positivity and cultural inclusivity. As part of the survey, participants were asked to 
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indicate the extent to which they found the school culture support useful. The average response 

to this question was 4.6, with the lowest and highest scores being 4 and 5, respectively. Ergo, the 

high average response rating indicates that the preparation for fostering school culture is a 

strength of the Charter School Founders Program.  

Fostering a safe learning environment is also a key component of school culture. 

Participants were asked to rate the extent to which the Charter School Founders Program 

prepared them for fostering a safe learning environment. The average response for this question 

was 4, with the lowest and highest scores being 3 and 5, respectively. As such, participants viewed 

this particular support as a strength of the Charter School Founders Program.  

 Additionally, establishing a teaching and learning culture is vital to the success of a 

charter school, as teaching and learning should be at the heart of every school. Participants were 

asked to rate the extent to which the Charter School Founder Program prepared them to 

establish a teaching and learning culture. The average response for this question fell on the higher 

end of the 5-point Likert-type scale at 4.6. The lowest response for this question was 4, while the 

highest was 5.   

INSTRUCTION 

 Academic [support] other than helping you with 

curriculum selection was really kind of  where that 

ended. - Shermar 

Academic Program. The academic program is another theme that was prevalent in the 

words of participants. One theme that emerged was the notion that, based on when you founded 

your school or participated in the fellowship, the support you received would differ. Those in the 

early stages of their founding did not receive as much support as those who were further along. 

While most participants indicated receiving support on their school design, mission, and vision, 

the primary avenue of support was related to curriculum selection.  

Curriculum. Overall, the Charter School Founders Program is supporting charter school 

leaders and founders with curriculum development. However, there are still academic program 

needs. The participants are expected to draft a curriculum educational plan for their charter 

school application based on the curriculum support they received. Additionally, throughout the 

one-year fellowship period, participants observe best practices and apply their learnings in the 
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creation of a special population and English Language Learner plan. In speaking on how the 

program guided participants in feeling confident while choosing a curriculum, Maggie explained:  

[The session leader] actually put together a slide deck that shows a graphic organizer with 

all the curriculums that other charter schools have adopted, and then [we went] through 

the process of choosing your curriculum for your needs. And then, seeing what other 

people [chose] was reassuring [to know that] I’m not making any crazy decisions [and] 

that we are aligned in our thinking. So, if there was a choice that we had already 

discussed, [I would ask myself], “Why am I choosing this compared to other people?” 

[So], I don’t feel inferior. 

Most participants indicated similar sentiments. However, one stated they received full academic 

program development, which was not the case for others. Nonetheless, based on the survey data, 

the curriculum support provided by the Charter School Founders Program was a clear strength. 

Participants were asked to rate the extent to which they found the curriculum support useful, and 

the average response was 4.2. Furthermore, the lowest rating provided by participants was 3, while 

the highest rating was 5. Thus, while the usefulness rating of the curriculum support was high, 

multiple participants did not receive full academic program development. It is important to note 

the difference in perspectives of what support the school founders are receiving. Regarding survey 

participants, the sample of survey participants encompassed three different Charter School 

Founders Program cohort years. Additionally, this difference could be due to the different 

fellowships within the School Founders Program they attended. Also, some of the participants 

were within three months of starting their fellowship when they were interviewed, which placed 

them at a different place in their personal development.   

School Vision. The support that the Charter School Founders Program provides to 

charter school founders and leaders related to school vision is unequivocally a strength. A 

school’s vision shines a spotlight on both the purpose of the school and its values. The words of 

a school’s vision are a verbal commitment to their student’s education and the anticipated impact 

that it will have. As such, creating a vision is a vital task of charter school founders and leaders. 

The support that the Charter School Founders Program provides participants is a clear strength 

of the program based on the data. Thomas, a charter school leader, believes that the Charter 

School Founders Program vision support helped his vision to be more comprehensive and 

coherent: 

We received that support through the fellowship classes that [...] we are going through 

right now. [So] basically, our application was already done. And the classes [...] we are 

taking now are really helping us [..] sharpen [and] smooth out if you will. Our mission and 
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[...] vision more, [...] clearer, more stable. So taking those classes […] that was a big help 

for what [the Charter School Founders Program can] contribute [...] to us. 

Participants were asked to rate the extent to which the Charter School Founders Program 

prepared them to create a school vision. This support was the one support that received a perfect 

average of 5, meaning every participant felt well prepared to develop their school’s vision.  

 The Charter School Founders Program dedicates significant attention to academic vision. 

This particular support is intended to aid participants in describing an engaging, academically 

intense program that is in clear alignment with the mission and goals of the school. Participants 

were asked to rate the extent to which they found the academic vision support useful, and the 

average rating was 4, with the lowest rating being 3 and the highest rating being 5. As such, the 

academic vision is a strength of the Charter Schools Founders Program.  

Quality Instruction. The Charter School Founders Program quality instruction support 

is an evident strength in usefulness for charter school fellows. However, other charter school 

leaders indicated that they had to search outside of the Program for help. Undoubtedly, quality 

instruction should be at the core of every school. This particular support entails providing 

participants with the skills and knowledge to systematize effective instructional practices that will 

be utilized school-wide to aid students in mastering State Department of Education Standards. 

Lawrence explains that they sought support from outside of the Charter School Founders 

Program to help create instructional materials: 

We had some professors from some local colleges and universities [...] help us vet our 

instructional materials. And then, in year one, we hired some of those folks as part-time 

instructional coaches. So they [...] [could support our teachers] [...] in that first year, but 

there was not a resource that I could go to and say, okay, I need some support with best 

practices with academics and instruction. 

However, this is another area of strength of the Charter School Founders Program. The average 

rating of the usefulness of the quality instruction support was 4.2. In addition, the lowest rating 

for this support was 3, while the highest rating was 5.  

Effective Intervention. Overall, the Charter School Founders Program's effective 

intervention, such as utilizing data and the usefulness of this support, is an emerging strength. 

Effective intervention is a necessary component of educating students. When students are 

struggling academically, implementing effective intervention should be a key action step for the 

school. Effective intervention is a key focus of the Charter School Founders Program and this 

support educates participants on strategies to properly scaffold student learning.  The effective 

intervention support provided to participants is barely an emerging strength, as when participants 
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were asked to rate the usefulness of this support, the average rating was 3.6. Additionally, the 

lowest rating reported was 2, and the highest rating reported was 5. Along these lines, participants 

were asked to rate the extent to which the Charter School Founders Program prepared them to 

use data to improve achievement. The average rating for this question was 4.2. Moreover, the 

lowest rating for this question was 4, while the highest rating for this question was 5. These data 

taken together indicate that effective intervention is perceived as a strength of the Charter School 

Founders Program in the eyes of the participants.  

Special Populations. The Charter School Founders Program has useful support with 

special populations. The special populations support that is provided by the Charter School 

Founders Program places emphasis on fostering and nurturing participants’ inclusive approach to 

learning by ensuring that their academic/school culture plan supports the success of English 

language learners and special populations students. The goal of this support is to create school 

conditions that would lead to English language learners and special populations students excelling 

at similar rates as their general education peers. The special populations' support is a strength of 

the Charter School Program, as based on the survey data, the average usefulness rating was 4. 

Additionally, the lowest rating regarding the usefulness of this support was 2, while the highest 

rating was 5. 

 School Design. Participants are observing school design as a strength of the Charter 

School Founders Program, as the average rating of the usefulness of this support was 4. 

Furthermore, the lowest rating of the usefulness of this support was 3, while the highest rating 

was 5. The school design support is a vital focus of the Charter School Founders Program and 

aids participants in putting into practice unique school design elements that are beneficial for all 

students.   

Evaluating Academic Program Quality and Accountability. In general, the Charter 

School Founders Program has good support in preparing charter school fellows to evaluate 

academic quality and accountability. Evaluating academic program quality and accountability is a 

necessary component of improving a school’s academic program. When participants were asked 

to rate the extent to which the Charter School Founders Program prepared them for evaluating 

academic quality and accountability, the average rating produced was 4.2. Additionally, the lowest 

rating provided was 3, while the highest rating provided was 5. Participants also discussed the 

support of evaluating academic program quality and accountability in interviews. The qualitative 

findings, which will be discussed in question 2,  provide specific aspects that can be improved 

regarding this support. 
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 ORGANIZATION 

 Incredible, I mean, fundamentally critical. If  we had 

not had those supports, we wouldn't have opened.  

-Alex 

Operations. Operational support, such as financial planning, securing a building, and contracting 

services, is necessary for charter school founders to launch and run their schools. Therefore, 

operations is a significant theme in the program and in the words of its participants. 

Overwhelmingly, the Charter School Founders Program is said to have provided valuable 

support in that area. Alex states:  

Operational support is the largest part of what [the program] contributed to us. When it 

came to facility acquisition [,] everything related to our budgeting[, or] just helping us 

identify how much we needed to fundraise for grants and things like that. 

Alex continued, explaining the extent to which these supports helped: 

For me, as someone who had none of that background, like, I now feel comfortable 

reading and understanding budgets. I feel comfortable being able to say, “Here’s what I 

think we need to allocate to, like, funding to, and why, like, those are all things that didn’t 

exist a year ago that I feel really comfortable with. 

Maggie agreed, adding:   

So they offer a lot in terms of the financial side of operations. They also negotiated our 

transportation fees, and then they connect you with facility resources, experts, facility 

funding, and facility planning. So that was a lot of operations support. 

The support was practical, with participants receiving cohort-based workshops. In addition, they 

participated in goal-oriented sessions centered around school finance and school operations, in 

time, detailing a sustainable plan for the launch phase.  

Based on the survey data, the participants’ perception of the school operations support 

was that it was one of the most useful supports, as the average response was 4.8, a nearly perfect 

average on the 5-point scale. Ergo, participants believe the operations support provided is a 

strength. This particular support aims to help participants create and implement a detailed and 

specific start-up/sustainability plan. In addition to being asked about the usefulness of the school 

operations support, participants were asked to rate the extent to which the Charter School 

Founders Program prepared them for opening day. The average rating of this question was 4.2, 
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while the lowest rating was 3 and the highest rating was 5. This indicates that participants 

observed the preparation for opening day that they received from the Charter School Founders 

Program as a strength. Findings revealed in question two will demonstrate participants’ desire for 

more operational support.  

Financial Plan. An overwhelming strength of the Charter School Founders Program is 

school finance/budgeting support. This particular support equips participants with the skills to 

create a practical budget that prioritizes long-term fiscal responsibility. Moreover, this support 

aims to assist participants in developing a budget that aligns with the mission of the school. 

Fellows indicated this support as one of the most useful supports, with the average response 

being 4.8, a nearly perfect average on the 5-point scale. Additionally, the lowest rating for this 

question was 4, while the highest rating was 5. Moreover, participants were asked to rate the 

extent to which the Charter School Founders Program prepared them for evaluating financial 

quality and accountability. Participants’ average response was 4, while the lowest and highest 

responses were 2 and 5 respectively. These findings are consistent with the qualitative data that 

was gathered. For example, the Charter School Founder Program’s Chief Financial Officer 

highlights the complexities of the widely utilized accounting system used in the state, pinpointing 

that the high usage of the system is a direct result of the limited accounting system options in the 

state for charter schools.  

There's a state accounting system. It's not necessarily required or even endorsed by the 

state […]. However, it's been around for so long […]. So, in essence, it is a monopoly. 

And it's a very archaic system as far as a platform it runs on so it's a lot of robust 

reporting or generating specialized things for your needs. Everybody in the state has to 

work around it because it's what we have. You know, it gets the job done. – Famien 

In essence, although the accounting system may not necessarily meet the preferences of 

some, it is what is available. The way that the accounting system is described by the Charter 

School Founders Program’s Chief Financial Officer indicates that it is difficult to understand, 

which could be a reason for school finance/budgeting support being deemed the most useful 

support according to the survey. 

Additionally, Amy, a future charter school leader who is in the process of completing the 

charter school application, expressed that the financial aspect of launching a school is one of the 

aspects that she feels the least comfortable with. Amy mentioned that she is not sure she would 

equate her uneasiness with the financial aspect of launching with the lack of support. Amy 

stated,  
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I think I feel the least comfortable with it because that isn't at all my nature like I'm a 

leader. I know school through and through […]. But like the whole idea of budgeting 

[…], I am not comfortable. 

Therefore, it seems that since the financial aspect is a particularly new aspect of the career 

journey of those who transition from being a leader in a traditional public school space to 

pursuing leadership in the charter school space. The financial aspect represents a knowledge gap 

for some participants. Amy shines a spotlight on the novelty of the financial aspect of launching a 

charter school in the eyes of someone coming from a public school leadership background. Amy 

specifically mentioned that she believes that one of the main things that could cause issues for a 

charter school is finance/budgeting issues. Amy expressed,  

[…] That's one of the areas that will get a charter school hemmed up really quickly. […] 

we've never dealt with that as a [public school] building leader. […] There's so many 

checks and balances in the district level that […] you really can’t mess that up. 

In addition, Brittany, a Chief Academic Officer at a charter school in the southeast, 

acknowledged that her school experienced some struggles with understanding all the aspects of 

the financial side of things, specifically understanding payroll, the retirement system, etc. in her 

particular state. Brittany expressed gratitude for having access to the Charter School Founders 

Program’s Chief Financial Officer. Brittany said, “It's really been beautiful to be able to have a 

centralized person that has experience with being a Chief Financial Officer for another district 

[…].” Brittany also mentioned that the chief financial officer helps them manage grant money by 

helping them decide how to properly allocate funds. 

Another key part of a charter school’s financial plan is securing start-up and ongoing 

funds to make sure the school can open and remain open. As such, participants were asked to 

rate the extent to which the Charter School Founders Program prepared them for securing start-

up and ongoing funding. The average response for this question was 4.4, with the highest rating 

being 5 and the lowest rating being 2. Here it is important to note all participants marked 5 as 

their responses, except for one person who marked 2 as their response. It is equally important to 

note that the participant that gave the rating of 2 answered the survey question, “Please explain 

anything you want related to this section.” by responding, “Because my timeline is short, we have 

not been able to get to these aspects of the process.” Additionally, participants with 0-6 years of 

leadership experience had a 5 average response, while participants with 7+ years of leadership 

experience had a 4 average response (see Table 2). Overall, the high rating average of this 

question indicates that participants are observing the Charter School Founders Program’s 

preparation related to securing start-up and ongoing funds as a strength.  
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Organizational Plan. The Charter School Founders Program provides quality support 

related to organizational planning. A charter school’s organizational plan helps to outline who is 

responsible for particular tasks that will help the charter school meet its goals and details the 

governance structure of the charter school. As such, two elements of a charter school’s 

organizational plan include assembling the charter school and developing board-approved 

agreements. As part of the survey, participants were asked to rate the extent to which the Charter 

School Founders Program prepared them for assembling their charter school and developing 

board-approved agreements. The average response of both of those questions was 4.2, indicating 

that participants observe both of these supports as strengths of the Charter School Founders 

Program.  

Business Plan. In general, participants felt the support provided by the Charter School 

Founders Program prepared them to create a business plan. Creating a business plan is an 

influential step in helping charter school founders and leaders secure start-up and ongoing 

funding for their schools. Participants were asked to rate the extent to which the Charter School 

Founders Program prepared them for creating a business plan. The average rating of this 

question was 4. Moreover, the lowest rating was 3, and the highest rating was 5. These data taken 

together indicate that participants observe the support that Charter School Founders Program 

provides around creating a business plan as a strength.  

Charter School Application. Overall, the charter application support provided by the 

Charter School Founders Program is a strength, although there are often external forces at play. 

Considerable time is spent preparing participants to successfully complete applications for their 

charter schools, as this is a crucial and complex part of gearing up to launch and run their 

schools. Through our observation of a learning session, it was evident the charter school 

application is a key focus of the Charter School Founders Program. During the learning session, 

the current Charter School Founders Program fellows reviewed part of the State Charter School 

Application Rubric and compared part of their application to the corresponding portion of the 

rubric. On average, most participants’ charter applications were approved by the second draft, 

while some even made it through the first time. The fact that almost all participants required 

multiple attempts aligns with the program’s idea that sometimes multiple attempts are required 

before being able to find success. Calvin, a stakeholder in supporting applications, expands on 

this notion:  

I think, from my vantage point, one of the biggest sort of untold things that [the 

program] does, it really does a really great job of counseling people either towards what 
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they need to shore up and work on before they get to, say applying to us, or counseling 

folks [by saying], “Hey, you know, you’re not ready […] You still need to work on this.” 

While there is no significant data to suggest how often people submit their charter school 

applications and are approved, it is clear that the program highly values ensuring its participants 

are fully prepared before taking that next step. Most participants found this to be helpful, 

including Maggie, who tells us:  

A large support that we receive from [the program] that has been critical is just 

understanding the application in itself. And so, while it has three different components, 

what we have learned is that there’s, you know, like, there’s just clearly defined questions 

[and] you have to peel back so many layers to really understand what the authorizers are 

asking [for in] those questions. So [the program] has been great at providing that support, 

really breaking down [the question,] “What is the application asking for?” [and] pulling 

back the layers. Like what are the specifics of the questions? 

The participants found the use of strong examples and the clear expertise of the session leader to 

be invaluable in preparing for the charter school application. As the session leaders walked them 

through the charter application process, it became more apparent to the participants how they 

would be utilizing the information in this application as a meaningful tool during the launch and 

running of their charter schools. It is vital to consider contextual information to understand how 

strong examples contribute to participants’ actual charter school application. The charter school 

application includes three distinct parts – educational program design, operations plan, and 

financial plan – that cover everything required of each applicant (State Public Charter School 

Commission, 2020). The commissioners vote on each part of the plan submitted. There are 

points assigned to each section, with one meaning Weak and four meaning Excellent. Participants 

try to aim for an overall score of Very Good or Excellent. Participants were instilled with a firm 

grasp of this evaluation process and aware of what would be expected. 

However, a carefully thought-out application can sometimes come up against external 

forces that prevent its success – another valuable lesson gleaned by participants, who realized the 

importance of being able to adapt and update their applications. While charter school application 

support is usually helpful, one participant – Shermar – was frustrated after being advised to apply 

to a local school board that does not approve charters. This advice impacted their recruitment 

numbers and funding. As Calvin pointed out, “[Manchester] has never approved [a] charter 

school, and I think, I wonder if that changes one day or not, but they rejected them like they 

rejected everyone else.” Shermar further discussed the issue: 
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We had to change the location. The first application was in [Manchester]. [We garnered] 

some grassroots support, probably about 40 families[, but we were not approved]. That’s 

when I [had to switch] and go back to ground zero for the next 12 months. So, that 

impacted our recruitment goals. Our goal was 130, but [we] ended up at 100. And so that 

was a change in application. We were authorized by the state now as opposed to a local 

school board. But we didn’t really change our design model. 

Reflecting on his mixed feelings about the role played by the program in his first failed 

application, Shermar continued: 

You rely on their expertise in terms of getting charters approved. For this particular part, 

I believe [the program is] helpful, but it is not helpful when I was advised to write an 

application [when,] regardless of what kind of application I wrote, it would be voted 

down [by Manchester]. 

Despite this oversight, a possible sign of the program’s big picture view obscuring finer details, 

most participants found the charter school application support helpful. This qualitative finding is 

also supported by quantitative data. Based on the data, charter school application support was a 

key support to the participants. Participants were asked to rate the extent to which the Charter 

School Founders Program prepared them for researching the short-term and long-term 

requirements necessary to launch and run a charter school. The average rating was 4.4, indicating 

that this is a strength. Participants were also asked to rate the extent to which the Charter School 

Founders Program prepared them to evaluate the feasibility of starting a charter school. The 

average rating was 4.4 as well, which is an indication of strength.  Along these lines, participants 

were also asked to rate the extent to which the Charter School Founders Program prepared them 

to establish a formal organization.  The average rating was 3.8, indicating that this particular 

aspect of the charter application school support is an emerging strength that is on the cusp of 

becoming a strength. Interestingly, participants with 0-6 years of leadership experience had a 4.5 

average response, while participants with 7+ years of leadership experience had a 3.33 average 

response (see Table 2). One of the key questions that participants were asked was to what extent 

did the Charter School Founders Program prepare them for completing the charter school 

application. The average response to this question fell on the higher end of the 5-point scale at 

4.6. Interestingly, participants with 0-6 years of leadership experience had a perfect 5 average 

response, while participants with 7+ years of leadership experience had a 4.33 average response 

(see Table 2). Participants were also asked to rate the extent to which they disagreed or agreed 

with the statement, “The Charter School Founders Program taught me what I needed to know to 

be an effective charter school founder.” The average response to this question was 4.  
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QUESTION TWO (WHAT ADDITIONAL SUPPORTS DO FELLOWS AND SCHOOL 

LEADERS NEED THAT ARE CURRENTLY NOT PROVIDED?) 

CULTURE AND PEOPLE   

 I [did] not [receive] anything that was strategically designed, but I 

would call if  I needed anything. - Shermar 

Teacher (Stakeholder) Development. While teacher development overall appears to be a 

strength of the Charter School Founders Program, part of teacher development is hiring high-

quality teachers to begin with. Participants desire more support in the areas of providing 

feedback to teachers and the teacher hiring process. As such, participants were asked to rate the 

extent to which the Charter School Founders Program prepared them for managing personnel 

(e.g., effective teacher hiring, and retention). The average response for this question was 3.4. 

Additionally, the lowest response for this question was 2, while the highest response for this 

question was 4. Interestingly, participants with 0-6 years of leadership experience had a 4 average 

response, while participants with 7+ years of leadership experience had a 3 average response (see 

Table 2). Based on this data, participants are not observing this particular support as a strength of 

the Charter School Founders Program. This quantitative finding aligns with our qualitative data 

as well. Amy mentioned some ways that the Charter School Founders Program could help her in 

the area of hiring:  

There is a profile of a good teacher that is successful [...] What are the questions or 

scenarios that I need to ask about to vet the potential hires? 

An equally important aspect of teacher development is providing teachers with feedback 

on their instruction. According to the quantitative data, the preparation participants received 

regarding providing teachers with feedback on their instruction does not appear to be a strength 

of the program. When participants were asked to rate the extent to which the Charter School 

Founders Program prepared them for providing teachers with feedback on their instruction, the 

average rating was 3.2. Moreover, the lowest rating was 2, while the highest rating was 4.   

Parent and Community (Stakeholder) Connection. The marketing team should be 

more in sync with the Charter School Founders' Program so that families know their options in 

their community. Most charter schools in the state are community-based charter schools, 

meaning that most, if not all, of the school population, comes from the community in which the 

school is located. The survey data indicated that parent and community connection was a clear 
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strength. However, there are some key supports needed. Participants indicated that there was a 

lack of guidance offered in terms of communication and garnering and rallying support in the 

community; for example, Maggie mentioned that she would probably “need additional support 

with the grassroots effort and the community meetings” since she did not live in the town itself 

and had limited connections there. The community should play a vital role in connecting with the 

school, which can pose a challenge.  

Families are interested in knowing more about the schools created in their communities, 

and staff members at the organization would like to play a role in spreading awareness. Kristine 

stated on the topic:  

I think [the marketing team] should be more involved […]. We shouldn’t be directly 

involved, but maybe kind of help guide them on how to get more community awareness. 

That’s some feedback that I have gotten from parents recently at the conference. The 

schools are founded. They’re great schools. But they’re like, “No one knows about them.” 

So I think it kind of gets lost in the mix. But the founders, you know, kind of creating 

more of a hype around the schools getting started. I think that will be great. So we try to 

do what we can to, you know, promote what’s going on, but I think there’s an 

opportunity to do more. 

Families can benefit from school choice when they have the information and agency to 

choose. Furthermore, family support contributes positively to student achievement (Wilder, 

2013).  The concerns from the families echo the same sentiments from a participant, who 

identified communication and garnering and rallying support in the community as an area in need 

of improvement. In August, participants take part in a community engagement opportunity in 

hopes of establishing a community partnership with parents, which involves the creation of a 

community engagement plan. Ultimately, according to participants, there were issues with 

achieving this engagement or even in reaching out to the community without additional support.  

Leadership (Stakeholder) Development. In reference to leadership (stakeholder) 

development, participants expressed confusion about which fellowship to access for a particular 

need and how to competently navigate the political landscape.  According to many of the 

participants, it seemed as if the Charter School Founders Program’s goal is to carefully recruit 

individuals who are already highly motivated and do not need leadership development. Shermar, 

an alum of the founder fellowship who has led schools for more than nine years put it this way: 

As far as like a holistic approach to leadership, I think that they rely heavily on their 

selection model to get leaders who they feel are ready to open schools, and that doesn’t 

require additional leadership development. 
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Additionally, Devin, an alum, suggested that:  

I thought it was okay. Um, I thought that they stepped in when needed if that makes 

sense. I [...] see [the Charter School Founders Program] in a lot of ways as the net at the 

circus, right? They’re not gonna let you fall. But, at the same time, they’re gonna provide 

some structures for you to get started. And you can do it. It’s up to you to do the work. 

From their descriptions, it is clear that the fellowship participants receive some leadership 

development training from outside organizations, with many describing it as being tailored to 

their needs. However, there was confusion among the fellowship participants regarding their 

relationship with the Charter School Founders Programs and, specifically, how clearly defined the 

training and fellowship support would be regarding their leadership development. The Charter 

School Founders Program does not distinguish precisely what it believes to be leadership 

development, though it does have a set of leadership standards with which they operate. The 

support closest to leadership development is the concept of character-led leadership, which, 

according to the Charter School Founders Program, exposes participants to a set of ethics that 

can guide them in making ethical decisions. While leadership is not directly defined during the 

document review, there is a focus on leadership commitment that ties strong leadership to 

positive student outcomes. 

Leadership development plays a role in the success of the school founders and their 

schools, specifically as it pertains to navigating the nuanced and complicated politics inherent to 

their positions. Unfortunately, navigating the political landscape is cumbersome for most. Often, 

as school founders are learning how to found a school, they fail to recognize the importance of 

developing strategies for handling such conflicts. Shermar learned firsthand the importance of 

considering political implications as a leader: 

One of the things that have allowed my school to be successful are some of the 

partnerships that we’ve been able to develop [with] these companies […]. A lot of that 

was from relationships that I had with experts in the government affairs field. Other 

charter schools have sought those types of partnerships, but you almost need close to a 

lobbyist to get there. And, you know, whether it’s local politics of like sitting down and 

meeting with two councilmen in a space where charter schools are attracting national 

funding opportunities, all of that is political. So, when you even become just a principal at 

a traditional public school, as soon as you sign a contract, you are now a political figure, 

in a lot of ways. Even a teacher. So, I think there needs to be intentional training, 

conversations, and development around how to navigate politics – leading in a highly 
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politicized world. It takes a certain skillset, I think, many school leaders [lack,] because it’s 

not very common to be an instructional leader and also be very politically savvy. 

Navigating politics can be troublesome for many, which is why this new leadership role requires 

intentional training on how to do so in a way that provides opportunities and resources to 

students and stakeholders. While there is no information available or targeted standards or 

objectives in navigating politics, Shermar’s account serves as a clear reminder of how it can 

impact a school’s success. 

Board (Stakeholder) Development. It was clear that participants desired more board 

training, especially targeted training based on specific groups or diverse backgrounds. Participants 

commonly indicated the need for improved board development training, especially considering 

that the governing board evaluates them and has the power to fire them. Devin stated, “[The 

Charter School Founders Program], you know, outside of helping us make sure that, when we 

went to the [state board to apply for our charter], that we checked all the right boxes, they didn’t 

really have a whole lot of involvement in our board development.” Adding on this, Shermar 

shared context on how this impacted the school founders:  

You choose your board, and these folks end up being, you know, kind of the governance 

structure that evaluates you.  I’ve seen that go really bad here in [our state], where, you 

know, essentially, we’ve had two full founders who were asked or forced to step down 

after they handpicked the board chair. 

The need for improved board development training was clearly reflected in the 

quantitative data as well. A stark finding that arose from the survey data was that the Charter 

School Founders Program might need to grow in the area of preparing fellows to train their 

governing board. Specifically, the aforementioned category had the lowest average response out 

of all other categories. The 2.8 average response, based on the Likert-type scale used, indicates 

that overall, fellows’ beliefs that the charter school founder program prepared them for training 

their governing board ranged somewhere between somewhat unprepared and neither prepared 

nor unprepared. In addition, the lowest response for this question was 2, while the highest 

response was 4.  

Additionally, while it is not common for those who are part of the board to be asked to 

step down, one particular group that has more often endured such asks from their governing 

boards: Black women. Charter school founders are part of the board and they vote like any other 

board member. Maggie expanded on this issue:  

We have a session […] about board development. [And we answer the question,] “Who 

do you want on your board? What kinds of people from what sectors do you want them 
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from? [Are you] being aware of the racial and ethnic makeup?” […] Thinking through, 

you know, […] the political ramification and the longevity for us, Black female founders. 

I did not know going into this that Black female founders, that their lifespan in this space 

is just like a superintendent – three to five years – because their board will vote them out. 

There is a vital need for targeted training for groups who have not seen much success from their 

board.  

Other participants raised additional potential improvements, such as having sessions on 

board policies, as that would provide support for them in running the school, as well as offering 

more specialized and complex lessons on governing boards for school leaders who are further 

along in their journeys. It is clear that the participants view board development as an ongoing 

process. As it stands now, the Charter School Founders Program’s approach to board 

development consists of lessons on finalizing board members, conducting board meetings, and 

drafting schedules and bylaws, in addition to sessions led by a different group on topics such as 

leader evaluation, protocols, controls, fiscal management, public meeting schedule, and offices. It 

is important to mention that since one of the participants had experience with bylaws, they have 

incorporated that into the new training, showing the program’s flexibility and openness to 

change. However, most of the training is intended for new schools and not targeted at specific 

groups based on experience or diverse backgrounds.  

INSTRUCTION  

 I think they assumed I just didn't need as much help with that. 

-Alex 

Evaluating Academic Program Quality. Participants expressed needing more practical and in-

depth training related to academic quality, as well as more clarity regarding the availability of 

support in this area. When discussing potential improvements within the program’s instruction, it 

is worth considering the process of evaluating academic quality, which each participant identified 

as needing improvement. Most stated that, while they learned how to read reports, they would 

have liked additional support in academic program training; reflecting on the surface-level 

discussions of academic quality, Devin said, “We did a little bit of that in the fellowship, but it 

was mostly pretty much thinking about, like, how do we use reports and how do we read those 

tables and whatnot to determine high quality.” They lacked a deeper and clearer explanation of 

the task at hand. Alex believes that this is because there is an underlying assumption that they 

knew the information already but, like many participants, just wanted more support in that area: 
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“[The Charter School Founders Program] looked at some of my stuff, but [I didn’t really get the 

support] when it came to like, again, data, RTI, progress monitoring, assessments.” While he was 

shown some techniques for looking at data, he stated, “It’s been very superficial; it hasn’t been 

super in-depth. A lot of that has been me figuring it out.” Alex clarified:  

Like when it came to […] how are you going to like operate when it comes to […] your 

data meetings? How often are you going to have data meetings? How often are you going 

to have PLCs? Like, what are PLC structures going to look like? Like, how are you going 

to make sure your teachers understand what math growth data looks like? And how can 

we make sure that data inform some of the instruction that they’re, you know, 

implementing in their tiered intervention or in their whole group? Those are things that, 

like, we’re [still] figuring out here. […] It would have been nice to have gotten a little 

more guidance on that kind of stuff. 

Alex believes that sessions structured around these topic areas will provide more direction. 

School founders who did not attend the fellowship have also indicated wanting support 

in this area. In that regard, Lawrence stated: 

We had not received any in those [academic] areas simply because, when we opened, [the 

program] didn’t have all of these services and resources available. If the resources had 

been available at the time we started, we certainly would have taken advantage of them. 

While they did not receive support in those areas because they were not available, some school 

founders did not even know what was available in terms of academic support. There was also 

some confusion amongst participants as to whether the training was in-house or outsourced to 

another fellowship – a clear sign of a lack of understanding regarding resources and 

communication. Participants urged the organization to hire a Chief Academic Officer to help 

with ongoing support.  As it stands, evaluating academic quality is not a focus of the fellowship, 

though the Charter School Founders Program does support participants in systematizing 

effective instructional practices that will be utilized school-wide, which covers similar ground. 

School Visits. In general, school visits are an area of improvement as not all can 

participate due to circumstances beyond the Charter School Founders Program control. School 

visits provide opportunities for participants to observe high-quality schools and their leaders in 

action. School visits is one of the vital foci of the Charter School Founders Program. However, 

Devin recalls being unable to take part in visiting school due to the COVID-19 pandemic: 

We were [in the] COVID year, and so we didn't get to do school visits, you know, I need 

to see it. Everything I saw was on a YouTube video or something. Right. So I never 

actually got to see it. I don't know if that's an advantage or a disadvantage. I [...] 
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[sometimes think] when you see things, you try to recreate what you saw instead of really 

reimagining what things could be. 

Participants were asked to rate the extent to which they found the school visits useful. The 

average rating for this question was 3.4, while the lowest rating was 1 and the highest rating was 

5. Based on the survey data, participants are not quite observing this support as a strength just 

yet. 

ORGANIZATION  

I see it unreasonable to locate a facility [as a school 

founder]. -Lawrence 

Operations. Operations are a fundamental component of ensuring that a school runs 

smoothly and effectively from day to day. Thus, charter school leaders should work to constantly 

improve operations, which requires evaluating operational quality and accountability. As part of 

the survey, participants were asked to rate the extent to which the Charter School Founders 

Program prepared them for evaluating operational quality and accountability. The average rating 

for this question was 3.4. Additionally, the highest rating was 5, while the lowest rating was 1. It is 

important to mention that the participant that gave the rating of 1 answered the survey question 

“Please explain anything you want related to this section.” by responding, “Because my timeline 

is short, we have not been able to get to these aspects of the process.” Therefore, the average 

rating may have been a bit higher had this person had an opportunity to experience this particular 

support. Interestingly, participants with 0-6 years of leadership experience had a 4 average 

response, while participants with 7+ years of leadership experience had a 3 average response (see 

Table 2). In general, based on the survey data, it would seem that participants are not observing 

this support as a strength of the program. However, this particular support is seemingly poised to 

move into the emerging strength range.  

Securing a Building. Participants noted that procuring a building for their school was a 

heavy burden and a significant source of stress. Operation is a significant theme in the 

improvement journey. Most participants called to mind times when concerns over operations and 

finding a building kept them up at night, whether they were a part of the fellowship or a charter 

school leader in the state. In trying to find a way around founders struggling to find a building 

while they are still starting out, Lawrence proposed: 
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I would highly recommend that you consider opening, like, an incubator facility. Facilities 

is one of the biggest challenges for all charter leaders as they’re trying to think through 

their models; if that was taken off their plate, and let’s say it’s a three- or five-year 

agreement that you have this incubation space, then that’s one less thing that charter 

leader has to be concerned about when they’re trying to plan a high-quality school. I 

know, I think other cities have something similar. And then it would just be a constant 

rotation, and [that’s] not saying that every new school in the state would need, you know, 

incubation space. But if that’s available, then you would have more people in a position to 

move forward. 

Additionally, based on qualitative data, it seems that participants would appreciate more support 

in the area of securing a building. This particular finding is confirmed by quantitative data, as 

when participants were asked to rate the extent to which the Charter School Founders Program 

prepared them for finalizing facility plans, the average rate was 3.4, with the lowest rating of this 

support being 2. Moreover, participants with 0-6 years of leadership experience had a 4 average 

response, while participants with 7+ years of leadership experience had a 3 average response (see 

Table 2). Overall, the aforementioned quantitative data indicates that support around helping 

participants secure a building is not currently being perceived as a strength of the Charter School 

Founders Program. Ultimately, securing a building helps to ensure that school founders move 

their plans forward, so support in the form of connecting founders with spaces could be hugely 

impactful.  

Financial Planning. School founders and leaders unanimously mentioned the need for 

improved support as it pertains to ongoing financial planning for growth. Devin reflected on the 

desire for more concrete financial planning information:  

In the planning year, after approval, I think it would have been really helpful to get some 

more support around operations and finances. I would definitely like to have a session of 

[…] role plays on how different staffing models and decisions can impact […] your 

budget [and] your performance. I would say “performance.” Also to [be] just more 

concrete like on, like, how to find board members, like what does that look like? What are 

you looking for? How do you align that to your model? It would have been really helpful. 

Lawrence called for a focus on “finance, from a projection type of perspective” and stressed the 

importance of financial planning for growth:  

[It would be helpful] to have a system in place where we can say, “We’re looking to open 

up a high school in 2024. At that time, we’ll have X amount of students based on your 

formula for projections. How much revenue would that generate? What positions would 
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we need to make that happen? Would we need additional funding for planning to have, 

you know, one or two people plan in four years?” So I think that’s critical because we 

really don’t have a mechanism now other than just pure speculation from the operations. 

Financial planning plays a crucial role in ensuring that charter school leaders can launch and run 

their schools; for example, additional training and development on how to make an ask from 

donors would be helpful. Despite their strong desires to be successful, school founders grapple 

with financial issues and universally see the need for more support in that area. Today, school 

finance education seems to focus on facilities planning, financial controls, and annual budget, 

with virtually no organized support extended to financial development or its aspirational standard 

to exhibit long-term fiscal responsibility.  

Organizational Plan. Based on the responses provided, participants are not observing 

the  support related to organizational planning as a strength.  As previously mentioned, part of 

the purpose of a charter school’s organization plan is to detail the governance structure of the 

charter school. It is also important for charter school founders to evaluate governance quality and 

accountability in order to determine if any changes need to be made. Participants were asked to 

rate the extent to which the Charter School Founders Program prepared them for evaluating 

governance quality and accountability. The average rating for this question was 3.4, with the 

highest rating being 4 and the lowest rating being 2. It is important to mention that one person 

who gave a response of 2 answered the survey question, “Please explain anything you want 

related to this section.” by responding, “Because my timeline is short, we have not been able to 

get to these aspects of the process.”  

Obtaining Legal Advice. Based on the survey data, participants are not currently 

observing the support provided around obtaining legal advice as a strength. Obtaining legal 

advice is a key aspect of founding and running a charter school, as charter school founders and 

leaders have to ensure that they are in compliance with the law at all times. Obtaining legal advice 

is especially important, considering that laws surrounding charter schools can and do change over 

time. As part of the survey, participants were asked to rate the extent to which the Charter School 

Founders Program prepared them for obtaining legal advice. The average rating for this question 

was 3.2. Additionally, participants with 0-6 years of leadership experience had a 4.5 average 

response, while participants with 7+ years of leadership experience had a 2.33 average response 

(see Table 2). 



   

 

 
 

35 

QUESTION THREE (TO WHAT EXTENT DO SUPPORTS COMPARE FROM A SCHOOL 

FOUNDER PROGRAM TO SIMILAR PROGRAMS NATIONALLY?) 

CULTURE AND PEOPLE 

 I spent an entire year just focusing on community relationship 

building. -John 

Leadership (Stakeholder) Development. One strategy that some charter school 

founders' programs are utilizing is individualizing their support of fellows. The Charter School 

Founders Program implements an individualized approach in their support of their fellows by, 

for example, outsourcing the unique needs of their fellows. Specifically, the Charter School 

Founders Program would connect fellows with different organizations that would help them 

meet their specific needs.  Due to the Charter School Founders Program not providing this 

tailored support in-house, there was some confusion among fellows regarding who to reach out 

to for certain support. While the Charter School Founders Program utilizes an individualized 

approach, similar programs provide highly individualized, clearly defined support to their fellows. 

For example, the Collaboration Education Fellowship has a tiered structure that allows fellows to 

choose from three different program versions (Collaboration Education Fellowship Website, 

2023). This allows fellows to select the program version that best fits their needs. Moreover, two 

of the program versions offer one-on-one coaching support to fellows (Collaboration Education 

Fellowship Website, 2023). Another program, the Education Executive Fellowship, provided 

their fellows with personalized and consistent support over the course of three years (Thompson, 

2012).  

Regarding the Collaboration Education Fellowship, the coaching that they provide their 

fellows ends once the State Charter School Application is approved. Julie, a fellow of the 

Collaboration Education Fellowship, expressed that she wished the coaching extended beyond 

the approval of the application. Another program, Creating Stellar Schools, provides fellows with 

additional support and coaching beyond application approval. Specifically, fellows are nurtured 

with additional support and coaching through the start-up and early operations phase (Creating 

Stellar Schools Website, 2023). Based on qualitative data, participants might appreciate a more 

structured individualized approach from the Charter School Founders Program. During an 

interview, Amy mentioned that it would be beneficial to have both “more one-on-one time” to 
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discuss the practicality of their dream charter school and “red pen feedback” on sections of their 

charter school application.  

 Parent and Community (Stakeholder) Connection. In comparing the Charter School 

Founders Program to similar programs, researchers found that the Charter School Founders 

Program’s parent and community connection is more comprehensive. However, in reference to 

the creation of community engagement plans, participants could benefit from the inclusion of 

more practical information in addition to the theoretical and philosophical information provided. 

As a school founder and leader, it is sensible to seek out and maintain community connections in 

the form of relationships and partnerships. It is especially essential for those who may be an 

outsider to the community, as John pointed out: 

It was extremely important that I built a network of […] community leaders in [the 

Southeastern city], who could open doors for me because I mean, you know, […] I’m 

gonna say something that’s not going to surprise. […]  I’m a white man from the North, 

running a school in a predominantly Black community in the South, right? So, I was a big-

time outsider. […] And that was really important to kind of open doors for me here. 

Like the Charter School Founder’s Program, the participants also received support in the 

form of, for example, dedicated time for developing community partnerships. However, the 

Charter School Founder’s Program took it a step further and connected with parent 

organizations, working on the state level to garner parent support as an organization.  

Even still, the parent and community connection support are another area where 

participants could benefit from a higher level of practicality. Amy is a participant who is a fellow 

in the Charter School Founders Program, as well as in another program called Creating Stellar 

Schools Program. When comparing the two programs, Amy mentioned that the Creating Stellar 

Schools Program provided them with more practical information in comparison to the Charter 

School Founders Program, which focused heavily on philosophy and theory. Specifically, in 

relation to community connection, Amy mentioned that the Creating Stellar School Program 

provided her with an example of a community engagement plan. Amy used this community 

engagement plan as an exemplary guide in order for her to create her community engagement 

plan. Moreover, Amy expressed great appreciation for this example as she stated that she really 

did not know much about community engagement plans.  

INSTRUCTION (ACADEMIC PROGRAM) 

 School Design. In comparison, other programs have an in-depth curriculum and 

instructional support related to school design. Furthermore, those who chose the other programs 

did so based on the particular school design support they would receive. From the participants’ 
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responses, the academic program was a major theme. School design sets the program apart from 

others. John, an executive director at a Montessori school in the Southeastern United States, has 

19 years of experience in education and eight years as a school founder. Dedicated to opening a 

unique school, John was glad that the Education Executive Fellowship also supported 

participants interested in school designs other than project-based and STEM. John explained:  

They had a very famous school leadership program for years called the Fischer 

Fellowship. But it was only for people who wanted to run KIPP-style schools, Building 

Excellent Schools, you know. Now recently, they’ve made some changes, but, for many 

years, there was sort of one type of educational model that they did. And even though it 

was a great training program, you only did it if you wanted to run a BES school. The 

Education Executive Fellowship was one of the few that would allow you to use a more 

diverse or unique educational model. And so, given that, my main focus wasn’t just to 

become a leader but to start a unique type of school. That was what I really wanted and 

needed. So that’s why it was a good match. 

Some programs do not have the flexibility to build different school models and gain support as a 

fellow. However, like the Charter School Founders Program, fellowship participants receive 

leadership development around opening schools from other designs. Maggie echoed this notion: 

My whole thing is: skills, trade, and entrepreneurship. I have received support in 

[exploring the question] what does that look like for students? One of my elements [for 

this model] is a city classroom, and I got that from a [Charter School Founders Program] 

stakeholder. 

These choices motivated the participants to pursue different approaches to schooling in order to 

meet the requirements for academic achievement; without the support of the programs, 

participants indicated they would not have moved forward with either fellowship.  

 The Education Executive Fellowship provided academic program support regarding 

curriculum and instructional design. In addition, the fellowship’s support extended to areas of 

behavior, family engagement, and mission and vision training – all essential parts of the academic 

programming. John summarized such support as follows: 

They provided me with some really good training sessions with a woman who was really 

an expert curriculum and instructional designer, you know, so thinking about unit 

planning in light of curriculum and in light of standards. They also had a series of really 

in-depth workshops with her. And then we also had a couple of, like, instructional 

coaching sessions that we participated in with some external experts around, you know, 

[the] teacher moves and classroom management and stuff like that. So, I would say it was 
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not a huge quantity, but it was pretty high quality. So they give me a small amount of 

high-quality training in those areas. Culture, you know, behavior, family engagement, sort 

of mission and vision. Yeah, there were readings and presentations and work sessions 

with all of the fellows on each of those subjects. It was a pretty well-rounded program. 

Comparatively, both programs provided academic program support as it relates to curriculum. 

For example, Chauncey, from the Charter School Founders Program, described a similar process 

as the other program:  

We’ve done tons of research. And our focus was on the curriculum […] of our charter 

school, our mission, our vision of what we can accomplish through our charter school, 

and how the curriculum that we have developed and [...] how it will enhance and help our 

children who are really struggling. 

However, a key difference is that the Charter School Founders Program conducted research with 

their session leader to explore the curriculum, while the Education Executive Fellowship received 

support from a curriculum and instructional designer who was a specialist. There is no clear 

indication if either form of support is more helpful than the other. But those who choose the 

fellowships often do so based on the type of support they would receive.  

School Visits. In comparison, other programs make the most out of their school visits 

by visiting the top-performing schools in their region. School visits provide an opportunity to 

instill hope in participants that high-quality charter schools can be created and maintained. 

Additionally, school visits give participants a glimpse of how high-quality charter schools can be 

created and maintained. As previously mentioned, the Charter School Founders Program 

identifies school visits as one of their key foci. Another fellowship, Creating Stellar Schools, also 

mentions that school visits are a component of their fellowship. Specifically, Creating Stellar 

Schools fellows visit the highest 30 performing urban charter schools in the northeast (Creating 

Stellar Schools Website, 2023).  

ORGANIZATION 

Everything related to finance was a weakness. -John 

Financial (Operations) Plan. Comparatively, most school founder programs struggle 

with financial planning. However, Collaboration Education Fellowship spent much time to 

ensure their fellows’ schools would be solely sustainable on public funds by year five. The 

Charter School Founders Program financial (operations) Plan is Operations are our last central 

theme of comparison. Financial planning is a massive undertaking for charter school founders 
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and leaders, who require proper funding to launch or run their schools. Usually, those recruited 

to these programs have little to no background in financial management, as John explained:  

[The Education Executive Fellowship] sort of they brought in an outside group that I will 

say they gave very little [instruction] around operations. They gave some around financial 

management and planning. And I know my colleagues who had no financial management 

background found some benefit in that, like they had someone to help people with 

budgeting and stuff like that. I would say that was probably the weakest part of that 

program. [The Education Executive Fellowship] did a little bit […]. They give you like a 

couple of hours planning sessions with a financial management consultant to help you 

talk through your budget. I guess that’s something. I mean, they did something. 

The frustration of the participants was clear from their facial expressions. In the Charter School 

Founders Program, they wished for additional support in forecasting future financial planning 

runs, as financial planning is something that received more attention during the launch phase. 

Maggie indicated that there was much support concerning the financial side of operations, from 

negotiating transportation fees to funding facilities. John did open his school within the 

fellowship period but mentioned that other fellows struggled to launch and wondered how much 

of it was related to the lack of financial planning support from the Education Executive 

Fellowship. At the Charter School Founders Program, on the other hand, participants received an 

annual budget, facilities planning, and financial controls – a different approach that worked for 

some. 

While the Charter School Founders Program did provide participants with an annual 

budget, facilities planning, and financial controls, participants might appreciate a little more 

practicality in this area as well. Amy, the participant who is a fellow in both the Charter Schools 

Founders Program and the Creating Stellar Schools Program, again highlighted the need for the 

Charter School Founders Program to take a more practical approach. When Amy spoke 

specifically about financial planning, she made it clear that practicality was an ardent desire for 

her.  

We've had a lot of theory/philosophy. We've had a bit of practical [...] I feel like the 

revenue model and school model are so in tandem, that I don't want to be planning a 

school model that doesn't align with the budgeting model [...].  I think more one on one 

time to say [...] this is my dream. I want all of these things. How much money does that 

take? How many kids can I serve? 

 Julie, another fellow of a different program (Collaboration Education Fellowship) 

described the practical approach her program took regarding financial planning.  
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Financial, yeah, [we] did a lot of work on our financial forecasting model to make sure 

that this would be a viable school, and that we'd be sustainable on public funds by year 

five. 

Overall Program Quality 

While there are certain areas that the Charter School Founders Program can improve, the 

perceptions of the participants would indicate that the Charter School Founders Program is a 

high-quality program, nonetheless. Overall, the Charter School Founder Program seems to be a 

high-quality program in the eyes of the fellows. This is evidenced by the high average ratings that 

were produced from fellows’ responses to survey questions that asked them to rate their level of 

disagreement or agreement with positive statements about the Charter School Founder Program 

as a whole. Arguably, academic rigor is one of the key facets that contribute to program quality. 

Based on the survey data, the Charter School Founder Program is academically rigorous. Fellows 

were asked to rate the extent to which they agreed or disagreed with the following statement, 

“My program was academically rigorous.” The average response to this question was 4.4, falling 

on the higher end of the 5-point scale.  

Additionally, perhaps the strongest piece of evidence for this finding was the fellows’ 

average rating that was produced when they were asked to rate the extent to which they disagreed 

or agreed with the following statement, “If I had to do it over again, I would choose this program 

for my charter school founder leadership preparation.” The response to this question produced a 

nearly perfect average of 4.8. The lowest response to this question was 4, while the highest 

response to this question was 5. Interestingly, while participants who had 7 or more years of 

leadership when starting the fellowship had an average rating of 4.67 for this question, 

participants who had 0-6 years of leadership experience when starting the fellowship had a 

perfect 5 average (see Table 4). Nonetheless, based on the survey data, participants are observing 

the Charter School Founders Program to be of high quality as evidenced by the high overall 

average rating of this question. This quantitative finding also aligns with qualitative data. Amy, 

who is a fellow in the Charter School Founders Program and the Creating Stellar Schools 

Program, stated: 

If I had to choose between the two programs I am in now, I would honestly choose the 

Charter School Founders Program. This process is hard. The community, I truly know 

that I have champions. The intimacy, and relationships and the way they build those. 
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INTERPRETATION OF KEY RESULTS 

Board Development 

Participants believe training their governing board is essential, especially due to the 

board’s responsibility of evaluating them as charter school founders and leaders, and they did not 

feel particularly prepared to take on board development. According to research conducted by 

Gawlik and Allen (2019), training for board members is a necessity and is beneficial to 

developing board members in their roles and responsibilities. Furthermore, board members often 

specifically request training in budget and school funding (Gawlik and Allen, 2019). Gawlik and 

Allen (2019) posit that school leaders should consider surveying their board members about their 

past experiences, expertise, training, and development. Based on the research, it is important for 

the participants of the Charter School Founder Program to develop recruitment strategies that 

allow them to assess potential board members based on their past experiences and potential 

positive impact on the charter school and leadership (Smart and Street, 2008). Equally important 

is the charter school founder and leader’s capacity to properly train their selected board. 

Teacher Development  

Researchers found a culture of teacher professional development and evaluating teachers 

was the Charter School Founders Program’s strengths in some capacity. Teacher development is 

the most useful support from the Charter School Founder Program, according to participants, 

and research found that teacher effectiveness, which is the key purpose of teacher development, 

was the dominant factor that influenced student achievement (Sanders, Wright, and Horne, 

1997). Additionally, Charter School Management Organizations leaders who prioritize coaching 

and providing feedback to struggling teachers help prevent disruptions to the learning 

environment (DeArmond et al., 2012). Scholarly literature also highlights the impact of teacher 

development. Furgeson et al. (2012) found that intensive teacher coaching positively affects 

student achievement and instructional coherence.  

While the Charter School Founders Program participants noted that it was helpful to 

have space to convene on teacher development, participants still desire more practical strategies 

for assessing the teacher pool. An essential part of teacher development is teacher recruitment. 

This is consistent with scholarly research, as recruiting for fit is a strategy that some Charter 

Management Organizations use, in which they utilize honest and detailed recruitment messages 

which highlight cultural and instructional approaches and exit anyone from the applicant pool 

who does not align with crucial aspects of the Charter Management Organization (DeArmond et 

al., 2012). Innovative approaches to recruiting and retaining teachers are pivotal when the pool is 

dwindling (Flowers Jr., 2019). Ergo, it is crucial for charter school founders and leaders to be able 
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to recruit teachers whose skills and beliefs align with the charter school’s mission and vision, and 

specifically teachers’ goals and responsibilities (Smart and Street, 2008).  

Leadership Development 

Overall, the researchers found that what the Charter School Founders Program taught 

them to be effective leaders was helpful. In addition, character-led leadership was also useful to 

the participants, and the Program carefully selects highly motivated leaders. However, many 

participants noted that the political landscape is cumbersome to navigate. According to the 

literature, principals need to be prepared to work with ‘ “outside” forces and agencies’ (National 

Association of Elementary School Principals, 1990, p.1). School leaders' impact depends on 

political skills. Moreover, politically influential school leaders often know how to negotiate with 

both sides, garner support, and when they should adopt a collaborative or more adversarial 

strategy to achieve organizational change (Bolman and Deal, 2008). Given that navigating the 

political landscape is another task for charter school founders and leaders, they must be equipped 

to effectively and continually deal with the political forces at play. This is an added responsibility 

for charter school leaders and founders, and they are held accountable for managing this 

responsibility. According to Elmore (2004), there should be a reciprocal relationship between 

accountability and capacity. Therefore, the Charter School Founders Program should ensure that 

participants are receiving training in managing the political landscape.  

Curriculum  

While both the Charter School Founders Program and the Education Executive 

Fellowship provided academic programming support as it relates to curriculum, it is important to 

note that participants in the Charter School Founder Programs stated they did not feel they had 

everything they needed regarding academic programming. A key difference is that the Charter 

School Founders Program conducted research with their session leader to explore the 

curriculum, while the Education Executive Fellowship received support from a curriculum 

specialist. Scholarly research highlights the importance of creating a curriculum that is rigorous in 

nature, reflective of the school’s mission, and exhibits clear alignment with student assessments 

as a pre-requisite to charter school sustainability (Lane, 1998). Charter school leaders must 

receive continual full specialized academic programming support that is aligned with their 

school’s mission to ensure school sustainability. 

Financial Plan 

While it is clear that participants of the Charter School Founders Program consider the 

financial planning support to be a strength, some participants noted that they still possess a 

knowledge gap in the area of financial planning and expressed a desire for the support to be more 
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practical in nature. For example, discussing the revenue model and school model in conjunction 

with each other could increase practicality. In addition, a participant noted that a goal of a charter 

school is to be sustainable on public funds by year five. Lane (1998) posits that many charter 

school founding groups do not possess the necessary knowledge to create and implement a 

school budget, which aligns with the “knowledge gap” that participants identified. Moreover, the 

mismanagement of funds is a major reason for charter revocation (Lane, 1998). Therefore, 

charter school founders and leaders need to develop their expertise in financial planning with an 

emphasis on practicality.  

Securing a Building 

Securing a facility is a huge challenge for charter school leaders, and participants would 

appreciate more support in this area. Additionally, participants stated that securing a building was 

a time-consuming and financially taxing process. According to Hassel and Page (2010), the most 

common time to secure funds for a school facility was 4-6 months, and some schools took over 

18 months to secure facility funds. This is vital, as a charter school founder cannot secure a 

building without first having the appropriate amount of funds to do so. Charter school leaders 

and founders have various responsibilities in founding a charter school that are directly 

dependent on their ability to secure an appropriate facility. 

Charter School Application  

Researchers found the use of strong charter school application examples and the clear 

expertise of the session leader to be invaluable in preparing fellows to submit their charter school 

application. Even still, the majority of participants required at least two submission attempts 

before having their application approved, and the Charter School Founders Program was 

transparent that this could be the case. Scholarly literature conducted by Thomas and Lacey 

(2016) highlights the complexity of opening a charter school. In Thomas and Lacey’s (2016) 

study about charter school founders-administrators’ leadership experiences, all four participants 

described the intense planning and preparation needed to open a charter school and the 

complexities of the prerequisites of opening a charter school, speaking in detail about the charter 

school application process (Thomas and Lacey, 2016).  

Parent and Community Connection 

The data collected by researchers indicate that the Charter School Founders Program, in 

comparison to similar programs, ensures that connecting with parents is equally important as 

building community connections. By taking this approach, parents know that their voices are 

valued and needed in their neighborhood charter schools. However, the Charter School 

Founders Program needs to provide their fellows with more practical examples of a community 
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engagement plan. Burton and Barnes (2017) stress the importance of acknowledging and 

elevating the current leadership that exists in the communities that one aims to serve. Parents are 

the leaders in the communities in which they live. Ergo, it is vital that charter school founders 

and leaders make it a priority to be responsive to the power that parents have and nurture their 

connection with parents.  

School Vision 

All participants expressed that they felt well prepared to develop their school’s mission. 

This is the only support that received a perfect 5 average response. The support that the Charter 

School Founders Program is providing in relation to helping participants craft and revise their 

school’s mission is undoubtedly being observed as a strength by participants. According to 

Murphy and Torre (2014), a school’s mission aids in school improvement. Therefore, this 

particular support is vital to school sustainability.  

CONCLUSIONS 

This study extends previous research about school leadership by examining a charter 

school founders program. While school leadership and school leadership preparation programs 

have been extensively studied, charter school founding and charter school leadership preparation 

have yet to receive much attention in the scholarly world. In a society that prioritizes choice, 

charter school enrollment has increased substantially from 2009 to 2019. According to the 

National Center for Education Statistics [NCES],  an additional 1.8 million students enrolled in 

charter schools from fall 2009 to fall 2019 (NCES, 2022, para. 1). Moreover, the amount of 

public charter schools soared from roughly 5,000 to 7,500 during this same time frame (NCES, 

2022, para 1). Therefore, charter schools are starting to become an increasingly popular choice 

among caregivers.  

While charter school founders and leaders most found the support from their Charter 

School Founders Program useful, some supports can be improved. Particularly, there are still 

various needs in academic programming, financial planning, organizational planning, and 

stakeholder development. Additionally, while comparing the Charter School Founders Program 

to similar programs, some key differences arose. For example, a similar program had a curriculum 

expert to help fellows plan the curriculum for their future charter school. Moreover, similar 

programs provide highly individualized support to their fellows that is clearly defined, while the 

Charter School Founders Program utilized an individual approach that was more ambiguous in 

nature. Lastly, while the Charter School Founders Program focused on philosophy and theory in 

relation to parent and community connection, a similar program provided their fellows with an 
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example of a community engagement plan that could be utilized as a practical guide for their own 

community engagement plan.  

Unequivocally, stakeholder perspectives are essential in supporting school reform and 

improvement. Stakeholders are a key lever in improving student outcomes. With this in mind, we 

prioritized highlighting a variety of stakeholder perspectives, including those at school, school 

network, and state levels. While we did collect data from various stakeholders, future research on 

charter school founder programs could be inclusive of the perspectives of board members, family 

members, and students. In addition, future research could investigate factors that influence a 

charter school application getting approved on the first submission by collecting data from 

applicants whose applications were approved on the first submission and charter school 

authorizers. Finally, researchers should conduct more analysis around the support that charter 

school founders and leaders need to help them launch and run their charter schools, as our study 

was the first of its kind. Communities are entrusting schools to prepare their students for post-

secondary opportunities, and school leaders lead the charge in schools to accomplish this 

paramount task. Thus, the support that charter school leaders receive for launching and running a 

charter school is fundamental in influencing the post-secondary future of students. 

 RECOMMENDATION FOR POLICY AND PRACTICE 

 Based on the findings of the study, we offer a set of five recommendations to the Charter 

School Founder Program. These recommendations answer the following questions:  

o To what extent is the program providing the support school leaders need to launch and 

run their schools? And what supports do they think are the most useful? 

o What additional supports do fellows and school leaders need currently not provided? 

o To what extent do supports compare from a school founder program to similar programs 

nationally? 

We recommend that the Charter School Founders Program:  

EXPAND ACADEMIC SUPPORT FOR ACADEMIC PROGRAMMING AND 

ACCOUNTABILITY 

 All schools should monitor academic performance and accountability, particularly schools 

whose goal is to provide families with alternative options to public school and put students in an 

environment where they are poised to perform better academically in order for students to garner 

post-secondary opportunities. Based on our research and findings, the Charter School Founders 

Program should increase academic support by hiring a Chief Academic Officer. The Chief 
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Academic Officer’s responsibilities should include, but not be limited to: understanding and 

knowing all school designs, rendering curriculum sessions, evaluating academic program 

accountability, and clearly communicating what additional academic programming is available and 

which organizations are offering particular academic programming. A Chief Academic Officer 

would be in charge of the academic improvement of the schools (Cavanagh and Molnar, 2015). 

This idea holds promise as it would provide congruent academic support to all charter school 

founders in the state. Participants desire ongoing academic support for academic programming 

and curriculum development throughout both the period of launching their school and running 

their school. This ongoing academic support would be beneficial in ensuring that student 

outcomes goals are in alignment with the school’s academic plan. The Chief Academic Officer 

would be instrumental in making sure that this aforementioned alignment continues throughout 

the existence of the charter school. Thus, Chief Academic Officers are a viable way to ensure 

student performance goals are met and directly impact school sustainability.  

PROVIDE PRACTICAL RECRUITMENT AND HIRING STRATEGIES  

 Teacher effectiveness has the greatest impact on student success (Sanders, Wright, and 

Horne, 1997). Therefore, careful and thorough consideration must be given to the recruitment 

and hiring process. Based on our research and findings, participants would prefer more practical 

recruitment and hiring strategies. There is a profile for a successful teacher. Moreover, it is vital 

for a school founder to determine the extent to which a teacher aligns with their school’s 

mission, vision, and the teacher’s direct responsibilities and goals. Ergo, the Charter School 

Founders Program should help charter school founders develop an interview guide and a 

performance task to aid them in assessing the teacher pool. Additionally, charter school founders 

should also be trained in how to determine which teachers may need additional support, what 

that additional support may entail, and if their school has the capacity to support that teacher’s 

performance gaps, as this information is vital in helping charter school founders make hiring 

decisions. 

BUILD A CHARTER SCHOOL FACILITIES INCUBATOR 

 Founding a charter school can be a stressful and exciting undertaking. There has to be 

some careful attention given to how much time and resources are dedicated to each part of  the 

start-up phase. Based on our research and findings, participants need more practical solutions 

regarding securing school facilities. Comparatively, a participant in our research noted that there 

are school facilities incubators across several states that provide an array of  options for school 
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facilities to ensure that school founders can focus on other vital tasks during the launch period. 

An option is to have a list of  school building options secured that school founders could choose 

from based on their school design model and budget. Research has shown that securing a 

building is “arguably the largest and most persistent” challenge facing new and existing charter 

schools (Field and Smith, 2019, p.4). The Charter School Founders Program should seek to 

create a charter school facilities incubator that supports charter founders and leaders across the 

state who seek to found charter schools and/or expand due to student population growth.  

PRIORITIZE SUSTAINABILITY IN FINANCIAL PLANNING 

 The budget is a prerequisite for almost any action that takes place in a charter school. Any 

major decision has to be aligned with the school budget. Based on our research and findings, 

participants desire financial planning support that prioritizes sustainability. According to Lane 

(1998), “the lack of sound fiscal controls is a major cause of charter revocation” (p.2). The 

Charter School Founders Program should ensure that the school’s budget remains the 

centerpiece of the entire start-up and launch phase in order to increase school sustainability. As 

such, the school design and financial plan should be created in tandem so that charter school 

founders do not inadvertently create a school design that cannot be realized due to financial 

constraints. Additionally, the Charter School Founders Program should require charter school 

founders to engage in financial forecasting that would allow them to be sustainable on solely 

public funds by year five of operation. This is something that similar charter school founder 

programs are requiring their participants to complete. 

INCREASE RESPONSIVENESS OF LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT  

  All school leaders need timely and consistent leadership development. The Charter 

School Founder Program should seek to be more responsive to the charter founders and leaders. 

Particularly, our research participants indicated that navigating the political landscape is a 

daunting task throughout the start-up and launch phases. Participants did indicate that if they 

needed anything from the Charter School Founders Program staff, their needs were met upon 

reaching out. However, if the Charter School Founders Program implemented proactive 

mechanisms, they could better anticipate the needs of participants and have a deeper 

understanding of their leadership development gaps. Therefore, we recommended that the 

Charter School Founders Program provide more individualized coaching and feedback during the 

launch phase. Additionally, the Charter School Founders Program should provide participants 

with more training during the launch and run periods regarding navigating politics so that charter 
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school founders and leaders are prepared to manage the politics that they will inevitably 

encounter.   
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TABLES 

 
Table 1 
Areas of Growth, Emerging Strengths, and Strengths of a Charter School Founders Program 
 

Average Rating of 0 - 3.4 Average Rating of 3.4 - 3.9 Average Rating of 4.0 - 5.0 
  

Culture & People 
 

Providing Teachers with Feedback on 

Their Instruction (3.2) 
 

Forming Your Governing 

Board (3.8) 

Establishing a Teaching and Learning Culture (4.6) 

Training Your Governing Board (2.8) Teacher Development (3.6) 
 

School Culture (4.6) 
 

Board Development (3.6) 
 

Character-Led Leadership (4.4.) 
 

Managing Personnel (3.4) 
 

Involving Parents in Their Child’s Education (4.4) 
   

Parent and Community Connection (4.2) 
   

Networking with Charter Schools (4.2) 
   

Preparation of Charter School Founders Program Regarding Charter 

School Leadership (4.2) 
   

Evaluating Teachers and Other Educators (4.0) 
   

Fostering a Safe Learning Environment (4.0) 

 
Instruction 

 

School Visits (3.4) Effective Intervention (3.6) Creating a School Vision (5.0) 
  

Curriculum (4.2) 
   

Quality Instruction (4.2) 
   

Evaluating Academic Quality and Accountability (4.2) 
   

Using Data to Improve Achievement (4.2) 
   

Special Populations - All Means All (4.0) 
   

Academic Vision (4.0) 
   

School Design (4.0) 
 

Organization 
 

Evaluating Governance Quality and 

Accountability (3.4) 
 

Establishing a Formal 

Organization (3.8) 

School Finance/Budget (4.8) 

Evaluating Operational Quality and 

Accountability (3.4) 
 

 
School Operations (4.8) 

Finalizing Facility Plans (3.4) 
 

Completing the State Charter School Application (4.6) 
 

Obtaining Legal Advice (3.2) 
 

 
Securing Start-up and Ongoing Funding (4.4) 

  
Evaluating the Feasibility of Starting Your Charter School (4.4) 

   
Researching the Short-term and Long-term Requirements Necessary to 

Launch and Run a Charter School (4.4) 
   

Developing Board Approved Agreements (4.2) 
   

Assembling Your Charter School (4.2) 
   

Preparing for Opening Day (4.2) 
   

Evaluating Financial Quality and Accountability (4.0) 
   

Creating a Business Plan (4.0) 
   

Preparation of Charter School Founders Program Regarding Charter 

School Founding (4.0) 
 

Overall Quality 
 

  
Choosing This Same Charter School Founders Program Again (4.8) 

   
Academic Rigor of Charter School Founders Program (4.4) 
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Table 2 
Average Ratings of Preparation of Charter School Founder/Leader Duties Disaggregated by Years of Experience 

Duty Total 

Average 

0-6 Years of 

Experience 

7+ Years of 

Experience 

Creating a school vision 
 

5.0 5.0 5.0 

Establishing a teaching and learning culture 
 

4.6 4.5 4.67 

Completing the State Charter School Application 
 

4.6 5.0 4.3 

Securing start-up and ongoing funding 
 

4.4 5.0 4.0 

Evaluating the feasibility of starting your charter 

school 
 

4.4 4.0 4.67 

Researching the short-term and long-term 

requirements necessary to launch and run a 

charter school 
 

4.4 4.0 4.67 

Involving parents in their child’s education 
 

4.4 4.5 4.33 

Evaluating academic quality and accountability 
 

4.2 3.5 4.67 

Preparing for opening day 
 

4.2 4.0 4.33 

Developing board approved agreements 
 

4.2 4.0 4.55 

Assembling your charter school 
 

4.2 4.0 4.33 

Networking with charter schools 
 

4.2 4.0 4.33 

Using data to improve achievement 
 

4.2 4.0 4.33 

Evaluating financial quality and accountability 
 

4.0 4.5 3.67 

Creating a business plan 
 

4.0 4.0 4.0 

Evaluating teachers and other educators 
 

4.0 4.0 4.0 

Fostering a safe learning environment 
 

4.0 3.5 4.33 

Forming your governing board 
 

3.8 4.0 3.67 

Establishing a formal organization 
 

3.8 4.5 3.33 

Evaluating governance quality and accountability 
 

3.5 3.5 3.33 

Evaluating operational quality and accountability 
 

3.4 4.0 3.0 

Finalizing facility plans 
 

3.4 4.0 4.33 

Managing personnel (e.g., effective teacher 

hiring, retention) 
 

3.4 4.0 3.0 

Obtaining legal advice 
 

3.2 4.5 2.33 

Providing teachers with feedback on instruction 
 

3.2 3.5 3.0 
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Table 3 
Average Ratings of Usefulness of Supports Disaggregated by Years of Experience 
 

Support Total 

Average 

0-6 Years of 

Experience 

7+ Years of 

Experience 

School Operations 
 

4.8 4.5 5 

School Finance/Budget 
 

4.8 4.5 5 

School Culture 
 

4.6 4.5 4.67 

Character-Led Leadership 4.4 4 4.67 

Quality Instruction 
 

4.2 4.0 4.33 

Parent and Community 

Connection 
 

4.2 4.0 4.33 

Curriculum 
 

4.2 4.0 4.33 

School Design 
 

4.0 3.5 4.33 

Academic Vision 
 

4.0 3.5 4.33 

Special Populations 
 

4.0 4.5 3.67 

Board Development 
 

3.6 3.5 3.67 

Teacher Development 
 

3.6 3.0 4.0 

Effective Intervention 
 

3.6 3.0 4.0 

School Visits 
 

3.4 3.5 3.33 
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Table 4 
Average Ratings of Agreement or Disagreement Regarding Statements About the Charter School Founders Program  Disaggregated by Years of Experience 
 

Years of 
Experience  

My program was 
academically 

rigorous. 

This program taught me 
what I needed to know to be 
an effective charter school 

founder.  

 This program taught me 
what I needed to know to 

be an effective charter 
school leader. 

If I had to do it over again, I 
would choose this program for 

my charter school founder 
leadership preparation. 

0-6 years 3.5 3.5 4 5 

7+ years 5 4.33 4.33 4.67  
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Figure 1 
Conceptual Framework Adapted from Grissom et al. (2021). 
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APPENDICES 

 
Appendix 
Pseudonym Descriptions from Academic Year 2022 - 2023 
 

Pseudonyms Descriptions 

KERRI-ANN CATHY 

LAWRENCE 

SAINT VINCENT 

JOHN 

Charter School Leaders/Founders 

AMY APPLETON 

MAGGIE WINSTON 

Present Fellows 

ALEX BOYD 

SHERMAR MOORE 

DEVIN SAMUELS 

Past Fellows 

A STATE 

STATE IN THE SOUTHEAST 

STATE 

State Located in the southeastern portion of the United 
States of America 

ANOTHER STATE IN THE 
SOUTHEAST 

State Located in the southeastern portion of the United 
States of America that is not in the state where the study 

is focused 

A SCHOOL FOUNDER'S 
PROGRAM 

CHARTER SCHOOL 
FOUNDERS PROGRAM 

SCHOOL FOUNDERS 
PROGRAM 

The primary place where the study took place 
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FRED APPLETON 

KRISTINE BLACKBURN 

CHARLES GLADYS 

KATHERINE MAJORS 

CALVIN PARSONS 

THOMAS TOWNSEND 

CHAUNCEY THOMAS 

FAMIEN THURMAN 

WHITNEY THURMAN 

JULIE WILLIAMS 

LAMAR WILLIAMS 

JERICA WOODS 

Charter School Stakeholders 

 

 

 

 

 

EDUCATION EXECUTIVE 
FELLOWSHIP 

COLLABORATION 
EDUCATION FELLOWSHIP 

CREATING STELLAR 
SCHOOLS 

A comparative Charter School Founders Program 
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Appendix B 

Survey Questions Sorted by Conceptual Bins 
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