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FEDERAL CHARTER SCHOOLS PROGRAM: 

A NEW MODEL FOR QUALITY GROWTH 

 

A Changing Movement 

 

Over the past year, the National Alliance for Public Charter Schools has engaged in a 
nationwide dialogue with charter school operators, key stakeholders, and other supporters 
to consider what changes ought to be considered as the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) 
Act, and the CSP as part of it, approaches reauthorization in 2007. 
 
Throughout our dialogue, we asked charter school supporters to identify their top goals 
for the CSP. Four such goals emerged regularly: 
 

1. Supporting quality start-ups 
2. Providing incentives for the passage of strong state laws 
3. Helping expand and replicate successful models 
4. Developing long-term support infrastructures, including authorizers 

 
Our own observations, along with feedback from charter school advocates in the field, 
suggest that the CSP has performed well in addressing the first two of these goals – 
although more work should be done to advance strong state laws. The last two goals, 
however, have not been addressed well under the CSP; nor is the program currently 
designed to have a significant impact in these areas. 

 

A New Model for Quality Growth 

 

We propose a model to better match the CSP to the goals of today’s charter supporters 

and the current and future needs of the charter movement. 

 

Then (1994) Now (2006) 

Helping Start-Ups Remains Foundation of CSP 

Dissemination Expansion and Replication of High-Quality 
Charter School Models 

Grants to Schools Grants to Schools and Charter Support 
Organizations 

State Laws – Growth, 
Authorizers/Appeals, Autonomy 

State Laws – Quality Growth, Caps, 
Authorizers, Facilities, Funding Equity, 
Autonomy, Accountability 

No Priority to Create Schools in 
Communities with Lots of Struggling 

Priority to Create High-Quality Charters in 
Communities with Lots of Schools “In Need 
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Schools of Improvement” 

SEA as Program Administrators Allow Charter Support Organizations to 
Partner or Compete with SEAs for 
Administration of Program 

CSP Appropriations are Connected to 
State Charter School Facilities Incentive 
Grant Program Appropriations 

Decouple the Facilities Aid Program from 
CSP Appropriations 

 
Helping Start-Ups Remains Foundation of CSP: The CSP has played a critical role in 
supporting the start-up activities of hundreds of public charter schools across the country. 
While start-up funds are important for all types of pubic charter schools, they are 
particularly critical to the “mom and pop” operations that are the core of charters’ R&D 
function and which someday could serve as new national models. Because the funding of 
start-up activities remains an essential need within the charter movement, the Alliance 
believes that helping start-ups should remain the foundation of the CSP. These awards 
should be better matched to the needs of the school, with particular attention paid to 
whether the school is a pure start-up or a replication as well as whether the school is 
connected to external support systems such as district administration and facilities, 
EMOs, and CMOs. There should also be stricter guidelines for grant amounts for 
individual schools but greater flexibility in the grant timelines in which schools must 
spend their funds. 
 
Expansion and Replication of High-Quality Charter School Models: The goal of 
expanding and replicating successful public charter school models has taken on increased 
importance as the public charter school community has matured and as the leadership of 
the movement has placed increased emphasis on quality. Yet, the current CSP provides 
only minimal support to this goal. The Alliance believes that the CSP should provide 
greater support for the expansion and replication of successful charter models. In 
particular, the CSP should allow more grant funds to support direct replication and 
expansion activities, allow support organizations that are oftentimes better suited for such 
tasks, not just schools themselves, to apply for grants to support expansion and 
replication activities, allow venture capital intermediaries to apply for grants to leverage 
their support of replication efforts, and allow more than one CSP grant per recipient. 
 
Grants to Schools and Charter Support Organizations: Under the typical grant 
scheme – one three-year grant per school – many schools implement the same start-up 
activities, developing each of those efforts from scratch rather than pooling those 
activities with other schools or building upon the lessons of schools that preceded them.   
The Alliance believes that much of what gets funded with start-up grants might be 
accomplished more efficiently and effectively if schools were encouraged to work in 
teams or if charter support organizations – which include associations, resource centers, 
authorizers, non-profit EMOs and CMOs, and venture capital intermediaries – were 
allowed to pool start-up grant funds to assist multiple schools with common needs. To 
move in that direction, the CSP should allow charter support organizations to receive 
grants to provide services to multiple charter schools. 
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State Laws: Quality Growth, Caps, Authorizers, Facilities, Funding Equity, 

Autonomy, Accountability: While difficult to quantify, the Alliance believes that the 
CSP has provided some assistance in getting certain provisions enacted in state laws, 
such as non-district authorizers. Yet, the Alliance also believes that the expectations 
currently identified in the CSP are minimal. An ideal state law encourages growth and 
quality as well as a high degree of both school autonomy and accountability. To 
encourage states to adopt the ideal law, the CSP should provide incentives – such as 
bonus points or funds in the grant competition – for states to shepherd quality growth, 
remove their caps, create and support non-district authorizers, provide adequate facilities 
to charters, create a level field of funding for charters, and ensure that charters are 
autonomous and accountable. 
 

Priority to Create High-Quality Charters in Communities with Lots of Schools “In 

Need of Improvement”: Public charter schools have a significant role to play in the 
implementation of NCLB’s choice and restructuring provisions. NCLB requires districts 
to provide students in schools “in need of improvement” the option to transfer to a 
different public school.  It also requires districts to restructure chronically low-
performing schools, with the option to reopen them as public charter schools. Neither of 
these provisions has led to much change, mostly because of state and district foot-
dragging. The Alliance believes that a priority of the CSP should be the creation of high-
quality charter schools in communities with considerable numbers of schools “in need of 
improvement” – as long as these charters have operational autonomy and reflect a 
significant change in educational service delivery. 
 

Allow Charter Support Organizations to Partner or Compete with SEAs for 

Administration of Program: In some states – especially those in their infancy of public 
charter school development – the state education agency (SEA) may be the best 
organization to manage CSP funds. In addition, some SEAs have done better than others 
at involving their state’s public charter school leaders in the administration of their grants 
and in developing programs that reflect their state’s specific public charter school needs. 
These SEAs are also probably the best outfit to manage their state’s CSP funds. In states 
where SEAs have fallen short of the abovementioned objectives, however, the Alliance 
believes that the public charter school community will be better served by allowing 
charter support organizations to compete for the CSP grant administrator role – as long as 
safeguards are put in place to ensure transparency and accountability in program 
administration and protect against conflict of interest issues for these organizations. In 
any event, the CSP should require organizations that apply to administer the program – 
whether it’s an SEA or a state charter association – to seek input and support from the 
state’s charter school community when designing and submitting a grant proposal in the 
future. 
 
Decouple the Facilities Aid Program from CSP Appropriations: Despite the 
continuing growth of public charter schools, the CSP funding level has been relatively 
stagnant for the past five years. This funding challenge is further exacerbated by the 
reservation of up to $100 million in new CSP funds for a per-pupil facilities aid program. 
To help increase the pool of funds available for both traditional CSP activities and 
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facilities, the Alliance believes that the per-pupil facilities aid program should be de-
coupled from the CSP appropriation. 


