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As the U.S. public charter school movement approaches the 20th anniversary of the fi rst charter school 
opening, there is much to celebrate. There are now more than 5,000 charter schools serving nearly 
2 million students across the country. Parents have demanded high quality schools that are accountable 
for student achievement, and unique and innovative school models have developed to answer the call. 
Behind each of these schools—whether it is a standalone school or part of a network—are talented 
leaders and staff committed to the success of the school and its students.

With the demand for high performing charter schools continuing to grow, the charter sector abounds 
with opportunities for talented individuals. Since each charter school or charter management organi-
zation (CMO) varies in size and school mission, there are many different skills and backgrounds that 
can be applied to jobs in and supporting charter schools.

The NAPCS is issuing this compilation of career narratives to highlight some of the employment oppor-
tunities in the public charter school sector. The featured profi les refl ect the diversity of the charter 
school movement—the array of ages, educational disciplines and ethnicities illustrated on the pages 
that follow speak volumes about the sector’s ability to attract some of our nation’s best and brightest 
talent. We cherish this diversity, and among this assortment of expertise and roles, there is 
a common current: a wholehearted belief in the work they are doing.

Whether you’re a college student, recent graduate or considering a career change, there are positions 
in the public charter school movement that can provide opportunities, challenges and professional 
growth. We hope this publication will inspire you to consider joining the thousands of committed 
individuals serving public charter school students.

 
 Sincerely,

 Ursula Wright
 Interim President and CEO
  National Alliance for 

Public Charter Schools
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Michael Ambriz 
Chief Operating Offi cer
North Star Academy Charter 
School of Newark (N.J.)

Q: You hold a B.S. in Electrical 
Engineering. Tell us about 
the motivation behind your 
career path.
I have always been passionate about 
issues related to social justice—I am 
a proud product of public schooling, 
but know that had I been born into dif-
ferent circumstances, my life trajectory 
could have been very different. As I 
explored my own identity in college (in 
terms of race, class, etc.), these issues 
that I had thought would be more 
peripheral in my life soon seemed to 
take center stage. By the end of my 
undergraduate career, I just couldn’t 
imagine spending my days working 
on circuits and network systems when 
there were so many other folks who 
couldn’t do the same solely due to 
the neighborhood in which they were 
born. Having gone through public dis-
trict schools, I didn’t necessarily foresee 
I would end up working within the 
charter movement—but when I fi rst 
met the leaders at North Star Academy, 
I couldn’t imagine myself working 
anywhere else. 

Q: What are some of the 
challenges and opportunities 
you face as the Chief Operating 
Offi cer?
Part of the reason I love my job is that 
I love to build things—teams, pro-
cesses, systems—in order to support 
people and the incredible work that 
our school leaders and teachers do 
on a daily basis. Although I have been 
in operations work for many years, 
working within schools (especially 
one with such high expectations as 
ours) is a completely different beast. 
One of the largest issues, though, is 
dealing with the complete and utter 
fallacies that exist around charter 
schools in general, and our students 
in particular. As we continue to 
work within our communities, we 
deal with many of the misnomers 
around charter schools (e.g., we do 
not bring in the “city kids” that are 
“plaguing” so many of our district 
counterparts). What is most troubling 
about that is the subtle (or not-so-
subtle) assumption that because our 
students are achieving at such high 
levels, they couldn’t possibly be from 

Newark. It is symptomatic of what’s 
wrong with our entire educational 
structure in terms of the expectations 
we hold for our students, and I am 
happy to see our students blow those 
low expectations and stereotypes out 
of the water each and every day.

Q: What advice would you give to 
people considering entering the 
charter school fi eld?
I would recommend this movement 
to anyone who is looking to make a 
difference in the life trajectory of stu-
dents who are most often left behind. 
Make no mistake—this work is hard, 
unrelenting and often unglamorous. 
But, I fi nd reward each and every day 
I come to school and see our students 
engaged and our teachers working 
hard to lift the bar to which we hold 
our students. We need incredibly 
smart, driven and talented individuals 
to help run our schools, grow this 
movement to scale and show people 
that any student from any city can and 
will achieve if we only provide them 
the space and expectation to do so. 



3

Q: What drew you to the charter 
school sector?
The charter sector has the potential to 
both create great schools for students 
and to leverage reforms throughout 
the public education sector more 
broadly. In this sense, it focuses very 
intentionally on whole school reform, 
which I fi rmly believe is the only way 
to create public schools that can 
transform student life trajectories.  

Q: What challenges and 
opportunities do you face in 
shaping state-level charter 
school policy?
We have several major challenges. First, 
we have to make sure that our orga-
nization’s mission is focused directly 
on those activities that have the best 
chance of establishing the kinds of 
schools we aspire to create. With so 
much important work to be done, 
we always ask whether any particular 
initiative is the highest and best use 
of our time. A second challenge—one 
we have been working on for some 
time—is attracting high-quality charter 
operators to Illinois so that we can 
accelerate our gains. Funding tends to 

be higher in the Chicago region and 
many of our charter applicants propose 
to locate there. But the needs of our 
students outside the Chicago region 
are often just as great, and we want 
to make sure quality public school 
options are available statewide. This 
also presents opportunities and dove-
tails nicely with our advocacy work 
as we continue to support funding 
and facilities fairness for charter 
schools. I am proud of the laws we 
have managed to enact, the Race to 
the Top funding award received while 
working at the Georgia Department of 
Education, and the advocacy victories 
we have achieved over the past year in 
Chicago. But I am most proud of the 
results of our schools. Having been an 
authorizer of more than 100 schools 
and now as the head of a statewide 
advocacy organization supporting 
116 schools, our success always 
comes down to the same thing: Are 
the schools we authorize or support 
reaching rigorous academic goals and 
positively changing the life prospects 
of students? In many (but not enough) 
cases, the answer is a defi nitive yes.  

Q: How has your law background 
shaped your work in Georgia 
and Illinois?
I began my legal career as a litigator 
focused squarely on school funding 
and desegregation cases, which 
provided a terrifi c background for 
the sort of work I do today.  While 
my clients are certainly different, the 
core traits one needs as a litigator—
focus, tenacity, relentlessness—are 
the same traits that make for strong 
school support and advocacy work.  
Having worked in two very dif-
ferent states on education reform 
efforts, I am often surprised by how 
similar the challenges actually are. 

Andrew W. Broy
President
Illinois Network of Charter Schools
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Q: Tell us about your career path 
and how you got involved with 
charter schools.  
As a scholar of the law, my involvement 
in charter schools stems from my 
interest in the legal issues evolving in 
the charter school movement, as a new 
reform with many unanswered legal 
questions. I am currently fi nishing up 
my doctoral degree at the University of 
Colorado at Boulder School of Edu-
cation, where my dissertation examines 
the enrollment practices of charter 
schools in Delaware. In addition, I 
recently became the charter schools 
manager at the Offi ce of School Reform 
and Innovation at the Denver Public 
Schools. 

Q: How do you support charter 
schools in your current job?
At the Offi ce of School Reform and 
Innovation in the Denver Public 
Schools, I manage the Call for Quality 
Schools process, which includes 
the approval and development of 
high-performing charter schools. 
In my position, I provide support 
to charter school applicants in their 
application process as well as to 
newlyformed charter schools in their 
planning year, to help create condi-
tions for charter schools to succeed. 

Q: What do you fi nd most 
rewarding about working with 
charter schools?
As the charter schools manager in 
the Denver Public Schools, I have 
worked with charter schools that are 
dedicated to providing their stu-
dents with a high-quality education. 
In addition, I have had the oppor-
tunity to be involved in the District-
Charter Collaboration Compact, 
which brings together district and 
charter school leaders to examine 
issues that promote equity and 
access to an excellent education. 

Wendy Chi 
Charter Schools Manager
Offi ce of School Reform and Innovation
Denver Public Schools
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Q: How did you get into the 
charter school fi eld?
I started working in charter schools as 
a teacher at KIPP: STAR College Prep 
Charter School in Harlem, NY. I had 
been working as an administrator in 
the New York City Department of Edu-
cation and set the professional goal of 
opening and leading a charter school. 
I wanted to improve my instructional 
skills and experience a “start-up 
school” environment, so teaching 
at a new charter was a great fi t. 

Q: What do you do in your 
current job to support charter 
schools?
After getting my MBA from The 
Wharton School at the University 
of Pennsylvania, and now working 
with a variety of charter and district 
schools as managing director at the 
Achievement Network, I feel as if I’m 
ready to open a school of my own. 

In July, I began working with 
4.0Schools to start a charter school in 
my new hometown of New Orleans, 
Louisiana. 4.0Schools is a non-profi t 
organization dedicated to transforming 
education in the southeastern United 
States. In my current position, I am 
observing great schools around the 
country and listening to the New 
Orleans community. Later in the 4.0 
experience, I plan to design a school 
that will meet the needs of a socio-
economically diverse population and 
assemble a team ready to open our 
doors in August 2013. 

Q: What advice do you have for 
people considering work in the 
charter school sector?
My advice would be: stay humble, act 
with empathy and innovate. The chal-
lenge of creating an education system 
that prepares all students for success 
in college and the world beyond can 
be overwhelming. We have made 
great strides in many areas, but we still 
have a long way to go. We all need to 
listen to our students, parents, peers 
and community members as much 
as possible. Charter schools should 
be a place where educational entre-
preneurs are encouraged to take risks 
and foster innovation. Anyone who 
is considering work in the charter 
sector should approach it with high 
expectations and a sense of possibility.

Josh Densen
Managing Director 
The Achievement Network (New Orleans, La.)
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Q: What attracted you to work in 
the charter school sector?
My interest in charter schools emerged 
when my family moved back to North 
Carolina a few years ago. As I searched 
for educational options for my daughter, 
I learned of a local charter school that 
had all the components of creating 
student achievement: an academically 
enriched curriculum, committed staff, 
a culturally rich environment that wel-
comed and appreciated diversity and 
parental and community support. At the 
same time, I was looking for meaningful 
employment for myself and learned of 
the work being done by Self-Help in 
community-development fi nancing, 
particularly with charter schools serving 
low-income students. Self-Help’s 
mission seemed like a perfect match 
between my career skills, my sense 
of purpose in helping those who lack 
access to resources and my daughter’s 
education.

Q: Tell us about your current 
position.
As the director of Self-Help’s Charter 
School Lending, I and others on 
our team work with charter schools 
nationwide to secure loans for small 
to multi-million-dollar facility projects. 
Our role is very broad and involves 
fi nancial management, analysis of 
existing and new charter schools in 
Self-Help’s portfolio, reviewing ever-
changing national and state charter 
laws and helping shape public policy. 
We share our knowledge with charter 
schools through technical assistance 
designed to build and expand suc-
cessful charters across the nation. Prior 
to joining Self-Help, I spent many years 
working in community development in 
Sub-Saharan Africa and the Caribbean. 
The work was very different but the 
goals of providing technical assis-
tance, working with local boards, and 
developing communities were similar. 

Q: What advice do you have for 
others interested in education?
My experience developing infra-
structure and sharing knowledge 
with residents in less developed 
countries translated directly to skills 
needed in my current role. If you 
are interested in community devel-
opment, then community facilities 
lending—especially lending to 
charter schools—offers dynamic 
opportunities in economic devel-
opment in low-wealth communities. 

Jane Ellis
Director of Charter School Lending
Self-Help
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Q: Tell us about your involvement 
with charter schools.
Two of my career experiences crys-
talized my belief in the critical role 
fi lled by charter schools. The fi rst was 
through my work with the Education 
Committee in the Colorado Legis-
lature. As I served both as a member 
of the Colorado House of Representa-
tives and later as Senate President, I 
repeatedly saw the need for quality 
public school options for parents. 
The demand was there, and charter 
schools were the entity most promi-
nently stepping up to answer the 
call. The second instance came while 
I founded and served as Executive 
Director of the University of Denver’s 
Center for New Politics and Policy (for-
merly the Center for African American 
Policy). When I lectured at the univer-
sity’s public policy program, I noticed 
that my American students were far 
less academically prepared than our 

foreign students. With each class, I 
could look out at my students and see 
that they had to be better prepared 
for college and the global economy.  
Then, as the leader of the National 
Alliance for Public Charter Schools, I 
was able to promote quality charter 
schools that serve parent demand 
for public school choice and are at 
the forefront of developing models 
for academic success—thus bringing 
my past experiences into practice.

Q: How do you see charter 
schools’ role in improving the 
U.S. education system?
I believe that all families deserve 
access to high-quality public schools, 
and charter schools are providing fam-
ilies with a new set of public school 
options. The charter model enables 
these schools to be designed as a 
partnership between parents, teachers 
and students. Another strength 

of the charter model is increased 
autonomy for increased account-
ability. This enables charter schools to 
be boldly innovative while being held 
responsible for student outcomes.

Q: What are some of the recurring 
themes you observed while 
serving as the head of a national 
charter school organization? 
Quality is key. The bottom line always 
has to be that charter schools are 
operating in the best interest of 
their students and preparing them 
for college and careers in the global 
economy. Any innovation needs to be 
continually evaluated in terms of its 
improvement of student achievement.

Peter C. Groff 
Senior Advisor
Black Alliance for Educational Options
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Betheny Gross
Senior Research Analyst
Center on Reinventing Public Education (CRPE)

Q: What challenges and 
opportunities come with charter 
school research?
Charter schools’ freedom from tradi-
tional spending, staffi ng and program 
mandates give us the opportunity to 
see what schools can do and be if we 
are able to remove some of the policy 
constraints that have built up in public 
education over many decades. It has 
been interesting to fi nd the ways in 
which charter school leaders have 
used this fl exibility to do something 
very different from traditional district 
schools. For example, the process of 
hiring teachers and the way charter 
schools pursue professional devel-
opment appears much more school-
focused than what is common in 
traditional district schools. But very 
few charter schools are making big 
changes in the way they pay teachers. 

Q: What impact has your public 
charter school research had at 
the school and policy levels? 
CRPE has been investigating charter 
schools for almost two decades. We 
have contributed to the body of 
work that has examined the effects 
of charter schools on student perfor-
mance and explored the school-level 
factors that explain variation in this 
performance. This accumulation of 
evidence allowed us to have both a 
broad and deep understanding of 
the charter school movement and 
how it should proceed to provide 
the greatest access to high-quality 
schools. Over the years, state legis-
lators developing or revising their 
charter laws, authorizers refi ning their 
charter school oversight mechanisms 
and charter school funders looking to 
invest in the charter school movement 
have turned to our research and 
issues briefs for direction. In a recent 
example, research we conducted on 
charter school leaders found that the 
charter school community is on the 
verge of a dramatic turnover in school 

principals. Despite this impending 
concern, we found that very few 
charter schools are prepared for this 
transition. Charter advocates picked 
up on our fi ndings and now many 
authorizers are focused on leadership 
succession in the schools they oversee.

Q: What advice would you give to 
undergrad and graduate students 
who might consider charter 
schools as a research topic? 
Anyone planning to study charter 
schools should become very familiar 
with schools as institutions and the 
political and social contexts that 
surround them.  What makes a 
school a school? How do we know if 
a school is productive or not? Why 
do they look this way and why don’t 
they look differently? What are the 
circumstances under which they 
could change? These questions help 
us understand the barriers to and 
levers for change and the barriers 
and levers for greater productivity. 
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Q: How did you use your 
communications degree to get 
into the charter school sector? 
Through serving in a program called 
City Year, which is an urban Peace 
Corps-type program, I was exposed 
to the crisis in K-12 education. I was 
tutoring third graders who were 
repeating that grade for the fi rst or 
second time. I knew that whatever I 
did in my career, I wanted to make a 
difference in the education outcomes 
of students from socio-economically 
disadvantaged backgrounds. I had 
always had an interest in diversity 
marketing, which led to a vol-
unteer opportunity for City Year at 
the National Council of La Raza’s 
2001 convention. I met a recruiter 
with KIPP who had given me a 60- 
minute video clip and I was sold. As 
the fi rst in my family to graduate 
college, I related to the KIPP kids who 
were excited to be the fi rst in their 
respective families to attend college. 
For two months straight, I aggres-
sively pitched myself to the people at 
KIPP to hire me to help them recruit 

a diverse pool of applicants to their 
school leadership fellowship. My 
pitch was successful and my work at 
KIPP was an example of the marriage 
between my marketing degree and 
passion for improving K-12 education 
as a person who has been forever 
impacted by earning a college degree.  

Q: What kinds of challenges and 
unique opportunities does your 
current job bring?  
Simply stated, the opponents of 
charter schools and education reform 
have done a great job of marketing.  
They have fi rmly placed their position 
in the minds of their target audiences. 
This presents both a challenge and 
opportunity in my work to reposition 
what charters are in the minds of our 
key audiences, as well as identify audi-
ences that the opponents of charters 
and reform have not yet reached, and 
effectively communicate our message 
of quality charter schools for all kids.  

Q: What advice would you 
give to jobseekers with a 
communications background 
hoping to enter the charter 
school fi eld?  
Visit a quality charter school. Learn 
and feel what makes them so dif-
ferent and innovative. These schools 
are the picture of what all public 
schools can be. Do not walk into 
an interview without getting that 
perspective as you research the 
charter sector more broadly.  

Rebeca Nieves 
Huffman
Vice President, Communications and Outreach 
National Association of Charter School Authorizers
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Isha James
Program Director
Partners For Developing Futures

Q: Tell us about your career path 
and how you became involved 
with charter schools. 
My career in education began as a New 
York City Teaching Fellow teaching 
11th grade special education. After 
two years of teaching, I was recruited 
to join National Urban Fellows, which 
is a 14-month fellowship program 
that prepares minorities and women 
for executive leadership positions in 
public service. During my 14-month 
fellowship, during which I attained 
my second master’s degree, this time 
in public administration, I was hired 
to work at the National Association of 
Charter School Authorizers (NACSA) in 
Chicago, Ill. It was during this expe-
rience at NACSA, and with the men-
toring from President Greg Richmond, 
that I was introduced to and immersed 
in the work of charter schools.

 

Q: What do you do in your 
current job, and what is most 
rewarding about it? 
I am currently the program director
at Partners for Developing Futures
(Partners). Partners is a nonprofi t
social venture investment fund that
primarily invests in high-potential,
early-stage, minority-led charter 
schools and charter school networks
that educate underserved students.
In my role as program director, I am
responsible for the outreach, recruit-
mentand engagement of charter
school leaders of color across the
country. I love my job because I am
able to help and meet people of color
who are willing to give back to their
communities through education. 

Q: What advice would you give 
to those thinking about job 
opportunities in the charter 
school sector?
First, seek an organization within 
the sector that can help introduce 
you to the work on various levels. If 
you are not sure what type of career 
you are interested in, apply for 
internships or fellowship programs. 
Second, fi nd a mentor who is willing 
to help you navigate through the 
sector. Mentors are the most valuable 
resource for job opportunities; they 
can open doors that sometimes your 
resume cannot. Third, have faith in 
this work. The work in the charter 
sector is rewarding, challenging, but 
most of all impactful for generations 
to come. At times the work seems 
overwhelming, but have faith that 
what we do today in the sector will 
leave a legacy of quality education 
for every child in the United States. 
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Q: What motivated you to 
transition from practicing law to 
teaching elementary science?
While I am a teacher, I consider myself 
a freedom fi ghter. Currently, we exist 
in a “new Civil Rights Era.” America is 
still struggling with the phenomenon 
of “the achievement gap” even after 
Brown v. the Board of Education of 
Topeka, Kansas. At the present time, 
the greatest evidence of the perpetu-
ation of social injustice is the disparity 
of academic achievement and devel-
opment between mostly poor, urban 
children of color and their white, 
suburban counterparts. In effect, the 
challenge that confronts modern-
day educators is the creation of real, 
tangible and progressively cumulative 
opportunities for marginalized, socio-
economically disadvantaged students. 
It is this reality that effectuated my 
career change from a criminal defense 
litigator to a charter school teacher.

Q: What are some of the unique 
challenges and opportunities you 
have as a charter school teacher?
The most diffi cult aspect of teaching 
has been to constantly maintain the 
proper perspective regarding my 
“mission.” For the teacher who wants 
to close the achievement gap, the 
focus cannot be “student effort.” 
It is much too easy, in the name of 
cultural awareness, to allow inferior 
student effort and work practices 
to slide because the students “tried 
their best.” Rather, the focus must be 
what the student needs in order to 
become his or her ultimate best, even 
if it requires the student and teacher 
to experience temporary failures as 
stepping stones to eventual success.

Q: What advice would you give 
to people considering working 
as a charter school teacher?
Successful teaching and learning 
requires several imperative compo-
nents. The fi rst, which is often over-
looked, is the fundamental belief that 
all students, without exception, are 

capable of true cognitive development. 
The learning experience requires 
this philosophical base in order for 
it to have its greatest impact on all 
learners. More importantly, this outlook 
cannot be dismissed as an altruistic 
perspective; rather, it must be critically 
viewed as the foundation of substantial 
and proactive planning, and the 
essence of tangible techniques that can 
effectuate the desired goal. 

In order to increase cognition, there 
is no substitute for “knowing your 
student.” That doesn’t mean being 
simply aware of his or her social 
circumstances, issues or tendencies. 
It means understanding, on the most 
critical level, how the mind of your 
student works. You cannot begin 
to facilitate cognitive growth until 
you understand the present state of 
cognition. You cannot structure the 
most effective learning practices until 
you know your student. In order to 
effectuate this process, student perfor-
mance data is your most valuable tool.

Clarence McNeil 
5th Grade Team Leader and Science Teacher
North Star Academy Charter School of Newark (N.J.)
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Congressman 
Jared Polis
Colorado’s 2nd Congressional District
U.S. House of Representatives

Q: Tell us about how you became 
involved with charter schools 
and your work with the sector in 
Colorado.
As a businessman and entrepreneur 
who had been elected to the Colorado 
State Board of Education, I became 
attracted to charter schools because 
they allow education innovators the 
freedom to better serve students and 
meet their diverse learning needs. 
When I was on the Board, we read the 
applications of charter schools that had 
been rejected by local school districts. 
Evaluating so many applications helped 
me learn about the potential and 
limitations of charter schools. I was 
always enthusiastic about the concept 
of charter schools because they pro-
vided a real opportunity to ensure that 
schools account for the fact that all 
children learn differently. They could 
offer more fl exible school hours, more 
targeted teacher and principal hiring, 
and a better focused curriculum. While 
on the Board, I learned that many 
Colorado school districts weren’t 
effectively serving older students who 
hadn’t graduated, many of whom 
were migrants and immigrants who 
needed English language skills. That’s 
when I came up with the idea for New 

America School, which aims to serve 
these students and eventually gained 
support and approval as a charter 
school. New America Schools now has 
fi ve campuses in two states.

Q: How are you supporting 
charter schools in your role as 
a member of Congress?
I’ve introduced the All Students 
Achieving through Reform (All-
STAR) Act, which would expand and 
replicate quality charters schools that 
improved student outcomes. I’ve 
also worked on a bipartisan bill that 
would reauthorize federal charter 
school programs that would incor-
porate quality charter expansion and 
replication, establish grant structures 
and improve state and local admin-
istration. I’ve strongly encouraged 
a larger federal investment in high-
quality Charter Management Orga-
nization Competition, advocated for 
charter school fl exibility and authority 
in food service and proposed statutory 
language for green charter school 
buildings. I’ve also worked to educate 
my colleagues on the benefi ts of 
quality charter schools. From time to 
time we catch things that are anti-
charter school; for instance this very 

week we caught and stopped an 
attempt to prevent federal funding 
of charter schools in tribal nations.

Q: What do you fi nd most 
inspirational about charter 
schools?
I’m most inspired when I see students 
in charter high schools graduating 
when they wouldn’t even be in 
school otherwise. I’m awed when 
I visit charter schools and talk with 
young children, their teachers and 
their parents about how they’re now 
learning and achieving when they 
were far behind in traditional public 
schools just months earlier. The most 
inspirational experiences I’ve had 
include being part of an educational 
experiment that achieves positive 
results for children and youth; seeing 
the enthusiasm from students, parents 
and educators; gaining support for 
the school from policymakers; and 
ultimately watching students succeed 
in school. It’s amazing to walk through 
a school and how it restores hope and 
opportunity to students and know that 
it was once just an idea in your head 
and some words on a piece of paper.
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Q: Tell us how you decided to 
make a documentary about 
charter schools.  
I saw footage of Harlem Success Acad-
emy’s lottery on NY1 in the spring of 
2008 and was shocked. Thousands of 
parents and children teemed out of the 
Harlem Armory, wrapping around the 
city block, waiting to see if their child 
would be randomly selected for one of 
the best schools in Harlem. This may 
not be surprising to anyone familiar 
with charter schools, but it was to me, 
and it is to most people in America. 
I wanted to show this other side of the 
education crisis: the side of parents 
who want their children to get a great 
education, but have limited access 
simply because of where they live. The 
lottery was a perfect representation of 
the problem: there are in fact far more 
parents crossing their fi ngers for a great 
school than there are spaces for their 
children. And at those great schools, 
children are succeeding, regardless of 
income level or zip code.

Q: “The Lottery” chronicled 
several families applying to 
charter schools. What did you 
fi nd most inspiring about 
their stories?  
The families in “The Lottery” were 
so courageous to have shared their 
stories and their homes with us, and 
I think if you see the fi lm, you’ll know 
why. All of them wanted to participate 
in the fi lm to show the world what the 
public education landscape is truly 
like, because they believe that things 
can and should change. Just the other 
day, I got an email from Nadiyah, one 
of the mothers, after she heard that 
the fi lm was nominated for a VH1 “Do 
Something” Award. She said, “Praise 
the Lord that people want to see 
what’s going on in real life. It’s good 
for young people to listen.” She recog-
nizes the importance of the younger 
generation – and the country as a 
whole – seeing what she and the other 
families had to go through simply to 
get their children into a good school. 

Q: If you had to boil down your 
experience of making “The 
Lottery” into one take-away 
about charter schools, what 
would that be?
When I fi rst decided to make the 
fi lm, I wanted more people to know 
that it is possible to begin improving 
the system, because we have proven 
that it’s possible, and that’s the same 
takeaway I share with people today. 
There are now high-performing 
schools in historically low-performing 
districts all over the country. These 
high-performing schools are closing 
the achievement gap and providing 
children with the opportunity to 
achieve their dreams. I hope that we 
can get to the point that these schools 
are the majority, not the minority, and 
make the story of “The Lottery” feel 
like ancient history. 

Madeleine 
Sackler 
Director, Producer, Editor
The Lottery (2010)
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Maria C. Sazon
Senior Director, Facilities Initiatives
National Alliance for Public Charter Schools (NAPCS)

Q: Tell us about your transition 
into the nonprofi t fi eld.
Before coming to the NAPCS, I had 
been a vice president at a large 
fi nancial services fi rm in New York, 
analyzing credit risks and recom-
mending securities for investments in 
the tax-exempt portfolios. I specialized 
in municipal bonds, which are issued 
by state and local governments, 
public and private schools, colleges 
and universities, and other nonprofi t 
organizations. Before that, I was a 
credit analyst at a bond insurance 
company and commercial banks. 

I made the change because working 
in the fi nancial industry had become 
taxing due to the market downturn 
and credit crisis. Like many, I was 
working long hours and was very 
stressed, and eventually thought 
of changing careers. Knowing that 
charter schools are underserved and 
underfunded, I knew my skill sets 
and knowledge of capital markets 
would be of great use. I was fortunate 

because at that time, the NAPCS 
was looking to hire a point person 
who would lead its efforts to address 
the sector’s facilities challenges.

Q: What do you do as senior 
director of facilities initiatives?
In this job, one of my responsibilities 
is to help charter schools improve 
their access to capital, which builds on 
with my past job experiences. Now, I 
provide information to organizations 
that offer fi nancing, such as investment 
banks and bond underwriters, as well 
as bond investors, so that they are 
comfortable with the schools’ cred-
itworthiness. On the fl ipside, I am 
involved in educating charter school 
leaders on how they can to improve 
their ability to borrow money. I also 
work with our partner advocates to 
improve state policies for facilities 
funding and access to available public 
buildings. 

Q: How has working for a 
nonprofi t organization that 
supports charter schools changed 
your perspective on facilities 
fi nancing?
Before, I was evaluating charter 
schools as investment instruments, 
whether or not they are worth 
investing in. Now that I’m on this 
side, I see the fi nancial and political 
challenges in a magnifi ed way and 
how much more has to be done on 
the fi nancing and policy sides to help 
these schools. Some charter schools 
have long waiting lists because they 
don’t have the facilities to accom-
modate students. If I can help charter 
schools grow, more children can 
attend and hopefully have a better 
chance for a brighter future. 
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Q: Tell me about your career path 
and what brought you into the 
charter school sector.
I earned my M.A. in Japanese Language 
and Pedagogy, and a Med teaching 
license. I am currently pursuing an 
initial administrative license at Willa-
mette University. During my eight years 
of teaching, I have taught Japanese lan-
guage and technology to elementary 
through college students at both large 
public high schools and a private school 
in Portland, Ore. I currently serve as 
Japanese program director and Aozora 
Gakkou Japanese Immersion Camp 
director at the Sheridan Japanese 
School, a charter school devoted to the 
study of Japanese language and culture.

Q: What are some challenges 
and opportunities you have as 
a program director at a charter 
school?

In working in a charter school, you 
face just as many opportunities as 
challenges. Due to the autonomy 
to decide our school’s mission and 
focus (in my case, Japanese language/
culture), we are given immense 

freedom to explore our creativity and 
provide the learning environment our 
students deserve: nurturing, person-
alized and differentiated and rig-
orous. As Japanese program director, 
I have the responsibility to design 
and coordinate eight multi-grade, 
profi ciency-based levels of Japanese 
while also teaching fulltime. I design 
my own materials and organize the 
levels in the way I see fi t. Being the 
only Japanese instructor, this would 
be impossible without help. Since we 
receive only 80 percent of funding 
from our district, we are unable to 
hire a second instructor. However, we 
have worked hard to develop connec-
tions with local university teaching 
programs and several international 
organizations, and have secured two 
interns and two student teachers 
who, with signifi cant training and 
observation, have begun to be able 
to take over a few sections. This 
arrangement eliminates the cost of 
hiring another fulltime teacher. Seeing 
future Japanese instructors develop 
and hone their skills as well as grow as 
professionals has truly been amazing.

Q: What advice would you give to 
people considering entering the 
charter school fi eld?
If you’re considering teaching at a 
charter school, I have three pieces 
of advice. First, adequately research 
the school’s mission statement/focus 
and make sure you can buy into it 
100 percent and make it your own. 
In my school, we are fortunate to 
have a staff that supports not only 
our Japanese language and culture, 
but our philosophies of multi-grade-
level, experiential, and diversifi ed 
learning. Since charter schools 
require much more of a teacher, 100 
percent buy-in is essential. Second, 
be creative and innovative—be a 
lifelong learner ready to learn and 
experiment, as well as make the best 
of the resources given to you. You are 
given a great deal of freedom; make 
sure you make the best of it. Third 
and fi nally, take the great opportunity 
working at a charter school provides 
you, make the effort to get to know 
every student and parent and work 
as a team to make sure school life is 
the most benefi cial for all involved.

Andrew Scott 
Japanese Program and Immersion Camp Director 
Sheridan Japanese School (Sheridan, Ore.)
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David A. Stuit 
Partner
Basis Policy Research

Q: What do you fi nd unique and 
challenging about charter school 
research?
The charter school sector is young and 
there is a lot we still need to learn in 
regards to effective policy. Presently 
there are 5,000-plus charter schools 
operating under 40 different state 
laws and hundreds of different local 
regulations, authorizer requirements 
and funding formulas. Some of these 
policy dynamics foster great schools, 
while others hinder success. The role 
of researchers is to sort through all 
these arrangements and fi gure out 
what works best in order to advance 
smart policies in all communities. This 
is challenging work, but it’s also a great 
opportunity to infl uence the direction 
of one of the most important educa-
tional reforms of the 21st century. 

Q: How has your research been 
applied at the school and policy 
level? 
We recently helped a charter man-
agement organization identify the 
professional attributes and personality 
traits associated with highly effective 
teachers. Our fi ndings helped them 
redesign their approach to teacher 
recruitment and performance man-
agement. This type of applied research 
rarely gets shared beyond the client, 
but the reward comes when you see 
your work lead to change on the 
ground. It’s not as easy to see the 
direct infl uence of a particular piece of 
research on state and federal policy-
making. Over time, I hope my work 
contributes to a body of research that 
helps policymakers achieve consensus 
on smart charter school policy. 

Q: What advice would you give to 
undergrad and graduate students 
who might consider charter 
schools as a research topic? 
The fi rst step is to get up to speed 
on the research literature. Many of 
the world’s top social scientists have 
published extensively on charter 
schools over the past two decades. 
Reviewing the literature will help 
you identify gaps that your research 
can fi ll. I would also solicit input 
from people who work in the fi eld 
(e.g., authorizers, principals, board 
members, state association staffers). 
This will help you pick a topic that is 
relevant. As you design your study, 
be mindful of the burden it places on 
practitioners. Charter school principals 
and teachers are incredibly busy. So 
be fl exible and honor their priorities. 



17

Q: Tell us about how you 
founded Charter School Business 
Management.  
I founded CSBM after having been 
the chief fi nancial offi cer of Explore 
Charter School in Brooklyn, NY 
for four years and experiencing 
fi rsthand many of the challenges 
charter schools survive as they 
expand rapidly each year. After 
helping Explore Charter School get 
its charter renewed for another fi ve 
years, I felt it was my duty and moral 
obligation to help educators launch 
and run their schools. Finance is 
what keeps them up at night, and 
I had the knowledge to help them. 
CSBM teaches charter schools how to 
manage their fi nancial responsibilities 
on their own or they can choose 
to outsource these duties to us.

Q: What is the most rewarding 
part of your job? 
We truly enjoy empowering the 
charter schools we support with 
fi nancial knowledge that protects 
their livelihoods. By analyzing and 
projecting the numbers through 
the end of the fi scal year, we can 
forecast whether schools are headed 
towards surpluses or defi cits. This 
enables school leaders to make 
prudent fi nancial decisions to further 
strengthen their academic pro-
grams or act before disaster strikes, 
way in advance. Financial misman-
agement is one of the main reasons 
that more than 600 charter schools 
have been shut down since the birth 
of the movement. This is because 
passionate academic leaders are 
often not equipped to run rapidly 
expanding, multi-million dollar busi-
nesses. We feel so lucky to work every 
day to lay a solid fi nancial foun-
dation for new schools and prevent 
the closure of existing schools. 

Q: What advice would you give to 
those with fi nancial backgrounds 
about job opportunities in the 
charter school sector?
There are so many jobs available 
for individuals with fi nancial back-
grounds. However, I would only 
advise those who are detail-oriented, 
personable and thrive on high-
pressure situations to enter the charter 
sector. Juggling and executing mul-
tiple projects and tasks as effi ciently 
as possible is the only way to manage 
the massive workload. Without these 
attributes, individuals may leave 
the sector quickly, as there is a very 
high burnout rate in these roles. If 
this type of environment sounds 
exciting, then individuals should 
be ready to embark on a very long 
career because there is no shortage 
of fi nancial or operational work at 
charter schools around the country.  

Raj Thakkar
Chief Executive Offi cer
Charter School Business Management Inc. (CSBM)
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Renita Thukral
Senior Director, Legal Affairs
National Alliance for Public Charter Schools (NAPCS)

Q: What drew you to work in the 
charter school sector?
I’m a public interest lawyer, fi rst a 
public defender and now an education 
lawyer, and a former middle school 
math teacher. Charter schools seek to 
provide high-quality options for public 
school students, and parents deserve 
the opportunity to choose among 
quality public schools for their children. 
Because the charter sector is relatively 
young, case law on charter schools is 
still being developed. Opportunities 
abound to encourage and launch 
litigation in the service of educating 
kids to ensure that the civil rights of 
all students are honored, to protect 
schools from regulatory creep by their 
authorizers or state agencies and to 
push for equality in funding between 
public charter school students and 
traditional public school students.

Q: Tell us about your work.

As Senior Director of Legal Affairs at 
the NAPCS, I am responsible for iden-
tifying and supporting charter-related 
litigation on civil rights, funding 
equity, and labor and employment 
law. In addition, the NAPCS is in the 
process of building a national charter 
school attorney network and cre-
ating a national legal defense fund to 
drive a national litigation agenda for 
the charter sector. We believe stra-
tegic legal advocacy complements 
the sector’s hard-won legislative 
successes and schools’ tireless com-
mitment to serving all students.

Q: What advice do you have for 
lawyers interested in education?
The charter school sector needs 
experienced litigators to support   —and 
protect—education reform in court-
rooms around the country. Charter 
schools have lean budgets; rarely do 
schools keep litigators on retainer, 
much less do they fund entire legal 
departments as is often done by 
larger districts. Nevertheless, charter 
schools need attorneys who can advise 
them and fi ght for them when these 
schools are confronted with legal 
battles. Similarly, demand is growing 
for attorneys who can advise charter 
schools on a broad array of day-to-day 
issues, such as constitutional and due 
process rights for students, contract 
management issues with vendors, 
federal and state special education 
civil rights obligations and the list goes 
on and on. Undoubtedly, the legal 
needs of the charter sector will expand 
exponentially over the coming years, 
and if there’s one thing I can promise: 
it’s challenging, rewarding and never, 
ever dull.
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Q: What do you fi nd unique and 
rewarding about teaching in a 
charter school?
Charter schools are redefi ning urban 
education every single day. Making 
sure that regardless of where you 
are born, every child is afforded the 
SAME opportunity and the SAME 
chance to attend and GRADUATE 
from college is the mission that is 
embodied at many charter schools. 
Furthermore, three small words say it 
all when thinking about what makes 
working in a charter school unique 
and rewarding: mission, culture and 
support. We are mission-driven, and 
the mission is that we will do whatever 
it takes to ensure all our students 
attend and graduate from a four-year 
college. Our mission is present from 
the very fi rst day of kindergarten, 
and is then lived out in everything we 
do as a school community. Teachers 
receive constant support from one 
another and from school leaders. 
The support that is given through 
observation, feedback and profes-
sional development helps create and 
maintain a strong culture centered 
wholly on student achievement. 

Q: What challenges and 
opportunities do you anticipate as 
a new charter school leader? What 
specifi c support has North Star 
given you to help your transition 
from teacher to school leader?
As a rising school leader, I know there 
are both foreseen and unforeseen 
challenges ahead. Urban education 
is in a crisis and as a result, there are 
many different opinions and perspec-
tives on how education should be 
reformed. However, I feel confi dent 
that after completing a one-year 
intensive principal fellowship at one 
of our network’s existing elementary 
schools, I will be able to overcome 
any challenges that I may face. By 
assuming school leadership in a 
high-performing charter school and 
working alongside some of the best 
school leaders in the country, I will 
be able to observe, be observed, 
give feedback, receive feedback 
and simulate what it will be like to 
have my own school to ensure my 
school’s opening will be successful.

Q: What advice would you give 
to jobseekers hoping to enter the 
charter school fi eld?
Come join this movement! If you 
believe that success comes from HARD 
WORK and DEDICATION, if you want 
to be a part of something bigger than 
yourself, if you want to be part of 
revolutionary change, or if you want 
to play a DEFINING ROLE in SHAPING 
the FUTURE, then working in a charter 
school is the place for you.

Lauren 
Whitehead
Hollyhock Leadership Instructional Fellow
North Star Academy Charter School of Newark (N.J.)
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Q: How did you make the 
decision to transition from 
practicing law to being a school 
administrator? 
I believe that education is still the 
greatest equalizer our country 
offers. I, myself, have experienced 
the power of education and have 
always been inspired to ensure that 
all children, especially those who 
come from underserved and socio-
economically disadvantaged com-
munities, understand the power of 
education and have the opportunity 
to experience a quality public edu-
cation. I always loved working with 
children in my spare time—even 
while practicing law. I made my 
transition from law to education via 
the Building Excellent Schools (BES) 
fellowship, a year-long, rigorous 
training and preparation program 
for aspiring charter school leaders.

Q: What types of skills were 
addressed during your leadership 
training and how has it impacted 
your performance as an 
administrator? 
The training I received via BES and 
since founding Achievement Prep 
have been invaluable. Studying the 
best practices of high-performing 
charter schools in depth has allowed 
me to open a school that has made 
an immediate impact on closing the 
achievement gap in education. I have 
learned what works, what doesn’t 
and how to make adjustments when 
change is needed. Running a school 
is like running a business, and you 
have to know and understand the 
instructional part of the school, as 
well as the fi scal and governance 
aspects. BES exposed me to all the 
facets of running a charter school. 

Q: What advice would you give to 
people considering work in the 
charter school fi eld?
Understand that the work is not for 
the faint at heart. Working in the 
charter fi eld should not be a fad or 
something that is done until someone 
fi gures out what he or she really 
wants to do. The achievement gap 
in America is a civil rights issue, and 
it requires people who are com-
mitted to changing the face of public 
education and using the vehicle of 
charter schools to do so. We need 
people who are dedicated, com-
mitted to change and respectful of 
choice and autonomy. With all that 
said, working in the charter fi eld 
is the most rewarding thing I’ve 
ever done—I would not want to do 
anything else. The power of change 
manifests itself in charter schools in 
a way that is both fascinating and 
encouraging. There are many ways 
to get involved in this movement—
running/operating a school is just 
one. Explore the different avenues, 
fi nd the one that is right for you, and 
go in full speed and dedication. 

Shantelle 
Wright 
Founder and Head of School
Achievement Prep (Washington, D.C.)
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featured in this publication uses their 
talents, experiences and passions to shape 
the public charter school movement. 
If you’d like to get professionally involved 
in the public charter school sector, visit 
the Public Charter Schools Job Board 
online at www.jobs.publiccharters.org. 

The Job Board connects highly skilled 
administrators, principals, teachers and 
other professionals with the nation’s 
public charter school employers. 
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