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Why Charter Schools?

Charter schools put power in parents’ hands by giving them 
tuition-free choices of where to send their children to school. 
Publicly funded and freed from the bureaucratic restraints that 
are often placed on district-run public schools, charter schools 
offer a variety of K–12 school options so that parents can find 
the best fit for their children. And every charter school is held 
accountable for improving student achievement.

With their focus on high academic quality and with the 
flexibility to quickly adapt to students’ needs, charter schools 
also show a remarkable ability to help students from low-
income and minority backgrounds reach higher achievement 
levels. In some charter schools, the achievement gap 
between white and nonwhite students has been eliminated.

When it comes to educating our children, we must invest in 
what works—and the evidence shows that charter schools 
work. Longer school days and school years, greater flexibility 
for teachers and principals, more parental and community 
involvement, and high expectations for all students is a 
proven formula for student success. 

Charter School Stats
Currently, 43 states and the District of Columbia authorize 
charter schools. There are more than 6,700 charter schools 
serving nearly 3 million students across America. As public 
schools, charter schools receive funding through states and 
school districts, although charter schools on average 
receive only 74 percent of the per-pupil funding that 
district-run schools receive.

Federal Role in Charter Schools
While charter school policy is determined mostly at the state 
level, the federal government plays a vital role in funding 
charter school startup, expansion, and replication and in 
financing charter school facilities. The federal Charter Schools 
Program (CSP) is currently the only source of public funding 
to help new charter schools launch and help successful 
charter schools expand to serve more students. And 
unlike most federal education programs, it is a short-term 
investment to cover startup costs: schools stop receiving  
CSP funds in three to five years.

The federal government can give parents more options and 
elevate expectations for all students by funding the creation 
and replication of charter schools through the CSP and by 
allowing states to use federal Title I funding to help high-
performing charter schools open and expand.

Addressing Parental Demand
We know that charter schools work, but our nation does 
not have enough charter schools to meet the demand. 
Charter school wait lists across the country contain more 
than 1 million names. Parents are waiting for their chance 
to enroll their children in a high-quality charter school. At 
the same time, millions more children who would benefit 
from attending a charter school are stuck in low-performing 
schools. The only way to reduce these wait lists and expand 
choice and opportunity is to open more charter schools and 
create more seats in existing high-quality charter schools.

As the national voice for charter schools, the National Alliance 
asks you to support the growth of charter schools. We seek  
support to double funding for the federal CSP from the 
current $253 million to $500 million by 2020 so that it will 
be possible for 150,000 additional students to attend new 
charter schools each year. With $500 million in funding, over 
350 new, high-quality charter schools can open their doors 
for the first time, and the highest-achieving charter schools 
can replicate and expand to serve more students. 

This increase will also triple the support for financing the 
facilities of charter schools—a significant cost many states 
and districts do not fund. With an infusion of new funding 
for charter schools, the federal government can give 
many more students—particularly those from low-income 
and minority families—the opportunity to attend an 
outstanding school of their parents’ choice. 

From the 2013–14 to the 2014–15 school year, the number 
of charter school students grew by 14 percent, while the 
number of charter schools grew by only 4 percent. An 
additional 1 million student names are on charter school wait 
lists. Demand for a charter school education is surging, and 
the rate at which new schools and new seats are opening up 
is not keeping pace. To meet the growing demand for more 
charter school options, the federal government needs to 
provide additional funds to increase the pace at which new 
charter schools can launch and existing high-quality charter 
schools can grow and replicate.

WE SEEK SUPPORT TO DOUBLE FUNDING FOR THE 

FEDERAL CSP FROM THE CURRENT $253 MILLION TO 

$500 MILLION BY 2020 SO THAT IT WILL BE POSSIBLE 

FOR 150,000 ADDITIONAL STUDENTS TO ATTEND NEW 

CHARTER SCHOOLS EACH YEAR.
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Background on Charter Schools

Charter schools are tuition-free, public schools of choice. 
They have no entrance tests. If space is available, any student 
is eligible to attend a charter school.

In the early 1990s, a small group of educators and 
policymakers came together to develop the charter school 
model. Minnesota’s legislature passed the first charter school 
law in 1991, and the first charter school opened in 1992. 

Today, there are more than 6,700 charter schools in 43 states 
and the District of Columbia. 

Charter schools serve a higher proportion of minority and 
low-income students than do district-run public schools. 
African-American students make up 29 percent of charter 
school enrollment, versus 15 percent of district school 
enrollment. Likewise, 28 percent of charter school students 
are Hispanic, while 24 percent of students in district-run 
schools are Hispanic. And 49 percent of charter students are 
eligible for free or reduced-price lunch, compared with 45 
percent of students in district schools. 

In 43 school districts around the country, more than 20 
percent of students attend a charter school. Charter schools 
are geographically diverse, with 57 percent of charter schools 
located in urban areas, 26 percent in the suburbs, 7 percent 
in towns, and 10 percent in rural communities. Over the 

past 10 years, New Orleans has captured attention by giving 
school leaders the autonomy and freedom to run their own 
schools. More than 90 percent of New Orleans students  
now attend charter schools, with significant improvement  
in achievement and educational equity. While New 
Orleans stands out, other cities and states have made major 
commitments to giving parents charter school options. 

In Colorado, the partnership between charter schools and 
district schools in Denver highlights one of the most successful 
collaborations in K–12 education. The Douglas County School 
District recently experienced a 25 percent increase in charter 
school enrollment in just two academic years.

In Florida, Miami-Dade County Public Schools and Broward 
County Public Schools each has 15 percent of all students 
attending charter schools. The School District of Palm 
Beach County experienced a 34 percent growth in charter 
school enrollment between the 2012–13 school year and the 
2013–14 school year.

In Miami-Dade County, 79 percent of students attending 
charter schools are Hispanic, while more than a third (37 
percent) of students attending charter schools in Broward 
County are Hispanic.

In Nevada, the percentage of students attending charter 
schools in Clark County School District increased by 36 
percent in just one school year, and 19 percent of the 
students in charter schools are Hispanic. Recent changes  
to the state law in Nevada will create more opportunities  
for high-performing charter schools to open, serving even 
more students in this fast-growing state.

In Ohio, three cities have nearly 30 percent or more of their 
students enrolled in charter schools: Cleveland (39 percent), 
Toledo (29 percent), and Dayton (29 percent).

Finally, more than 29,000 students are enrolled in the  
69 charter schools in South Carolina. 

For a complete list of the largest and fastest-growing  
charter school communities in the nation, please see 
the National Alliance’s annual report on charter school 
enrollment, A Growing Movement: America’s Largest  
Charter School Communities. 
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Source: National Center for Education Statistics’ Common Core of Data.
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What Makes Charter Schools Different?

The core of the charter school model is the belief that 
public schools should be held accountable for 
student learning. Charter school students take the same 
state assessments that every public school student takes. 
In addition, charter schools are accountable for delivering 
on the expectations set out in their contracts with their 
authorizers. Charter school authorizers approve and review 
charter agreements and may revoke them if schools fail to 
deliver results. Authorizers vary by state and may include 
commissions specifically designed to review applications, 
including colleges and universities, school districts, nonprofit 
organizations, state boards of education, or other bodies 
with expertise in providing school oversight. 

To ensure that charter schools use taxpayer dollars wisely, 
schools are required to undergo regular financial audits. 
And, ultimately, charter schools are held accountable by the 
parents who choose to send their children to charter schools. 
In fact, the existence of charter schools—and the choices 
they provide to parents—helps parents hold all local schools 
accountable for educating their children.

In exchange for this strong accountability, charter school 
leaders are given freedom to organize their schools and 
classrooms in whatever way is most effective to help students 
succeed. Charter schools use their freedom and flexibility in 
several ways, including the following:

 ¡ Staffing: charter schools have the freedom to hire, 
place, and replace teachers as necessary. They can offer 

incentives such as higher salaries or bonuses, as well as 
professional development opportunities aligned with their 
school’s mission and their students’ needs. 

 ¡ Use of Time: charter schools can determine the length 
of their school day or year (as long as the school year 
meets state minimum requirements), so that students get 
extra time in the classroom, intensive tutoring in certain 
subjects, or the opportunity to attend school all year round 
and minimize the learning regression that often occurs 
during long summer breaks.

 ¡ Programming: charter schools are free to determine the 
academic program they use to teach students, with many 
charter schools built around themes such as STEM (science, 
technology, engineering and math) education, civics, 
language immersion, or experiential learning. Charter 
schools can also incorporate wraparound social services 
that help ensure that students are getting everything they 
need to be healthy children and strong learners. 

The combination of accountability and freedom allows 
charter schools to drive educational innovation. Charter 
schools are leaders in adopting new curriculum models 
and incorporating technology into learning. They also 
quickly adapt to their students’ needs. This allows charter 
schools to provide a more personalized education, suited 
to the many different ways students learn. Because charter 
schools’ ultimate goal is to improve public education for all 
students, they are eager to share the lessons learned through 
innovation with the broader public school system. 

Charter Schools Work

Charter schools are one of the most studied concepts in 
education, and the evidence shows that charter schools have 
a significantly positive impact on student learning, especially 
among the nation’s most underserved students.

 ¡ A 2013 study by Stanford University’s Center for Research 
on Education Outcomes (CREDO), which covered 95 
percent of charter school students in the country, found 
that low-income African-American students who attended 
charter schools achieved more than one month of extra 
learning per year in reading and nearly two months in 
math relative to their district school peers.1 

 ¡ In cities, CREDO found an even more profound effect: 
African-American students living in poverty achieve nearly 
12 weeks of extra learning in math and nine weeks per year 
of extra learning in reading by attending charter schools.2

 ¡ Hispanic students who struggle with English also learn 
more in urban charter schools. Nationwide, charter schools 
deliver nearly three months of extra learning each year to 
these students—the largest learning gains by any student 
subgroup.3

 ¡ Certain cities are producing dramatic gains in 
achievement. In Boston, students who attend charter 
schools gain the equivalent of an extra year of learning 
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in reading and math compared to with students who 
attend traditional schools.4 In Boston, Detroit, the District 
of Columbia, and Newark, New Jersey, students in charter 
schools gain more reading and math learning than peers 
who attend district-run schools.5

 ¡ Furthermore, early evidence suggests that the effects 
of attending a high-quality charter school stay with a 
student even after high school graduation. A study by 
Mathematica Policy Research found that charter school 
graduates in Florida and Chicago are more likely to stay in 
college and have higher earnings in early adulthood.6 

As evidence of charter school success accumulates, public 
support for charter schools continues to rise as well. A 
2015 Phi Delta Kappa/Gallup poll showed that 64 percent 
of Americans have a favorable opinion of charter schools, 
and Democratic and Republican policymakers at the local, 
state, and federal levels support charter schools—evidence 
that charter schools are not a politically right or left issue. 
Presidents Bill Clinton, George W. Bush, and Barack Obama 

have all taken leadership roles in promoting the growth of 
charter schools. 

More than any president or political leader, of course, parents 
drive the growth of charter schools. Parents know good 
schools when they see them, and they want to be able to 
choose a school that’s best suited to their child. This explains 
why more than 1 million student names are currently 
on charter school wait lists. At Brooke Charter Schools 
in Boston, 5,750 students recently applied for 240 openings. 
In New York City, Success Academy schools recently drew 
19,000 applications for 2,688 spots. In Texas’ Rio Grande 
Valley, the IDEA charter school network, which serves some 
of the poorest students in the nation, has 26,000 children on 
its wait list—more than its current enrollment of 22,000. 

We must invest in great charter schools so that 
students on wait lists can access the schools they 
need and deserve. 

History and Structure of the Federal CSP

Since the inception of charter schools in the early 1990s, 
the federal government has played a crucial role in spurring 
their growth. When the CSP was first established in 1994, 
there were only 78 schools in seven states. In 2001, with 
nearly 2,000 charter schools serving students, Congress 
expanded the CSP and created new programs to address 
the growing need for facilities. In 2010, Congress and the 
Obama administration again acted to introduce replication 
and expansion grants that make it possible for high-quality 
providers to open new schools and serve more students.

The success of charter schools over the past two decades 
has resulted in broad bipartisan support. In 2014, the U.S. 
House of Representatives voted on legislation to modernize 
the CSP. The bill passed on a 360–45 vote. That same week, a 
bipartisan coalition of senators introduced similar legislation. 

The CSP has evolved, but its tenets have remained 
consistent: Provide resources directly either to states or 
to educators to support the creation of high-quality, 
autonomous schools. The CSP allocates funding through four 
main grant programs:7 

 ¡ The largest is the State Education Agency grant program 
(SEA grants), which awards grants to states to open new 

charter schools or replicate and expand high-performing 
schools. Charter schools in states that don’t have an SEA 
grant may apply directly to the U.S. Secretary of Education 
for an award (a non-SEA grant). The SEA grant program 
has been an incredibly successful incentive program. 
Where SEA grant funds flow, new charter schools soon 
open. More than 60 percent of all charter schools have 
opened with support from an SEA grant. The SEA grant 
program is funded at $146 million in FY 2015.

 ¡ Grants for the Replication and Expansion of High-Quality 
Schools (R&E grants) provide funding for nonprofit 
charter management organizations (CMOs) serving two 
or more schools. These funds do not flow through state 
education agencies; they are awarded directly by the U.S. 
Department of Education to CMOs that have successful 
track records in improving student achievement. These 
charter school leaders must show evidence of increasing 
academic achievement and attainment for all students, 
have sound financial and business management plans, 
and have plans in place to close schools that do not meet 
high standards of academic performance. Since 2010, 
24 nonprofit CMOs have opened more than 400 new 
schools in 23 states and the District of Columbia. Some of 

5  |  Investing in Public Charter Schools to Renew Public Education

https://www.congress.gov/bill/113th-congress/senate-bill/2304%3Fq%3D%257B%2522search%2522%253A%255B%2522%255C%2522s2304%255C%2522%2522%255D%257D%26resultIndex%3D1
http://www2.ed.gov/programs/charter/awards.html
http://www2.ed.gov/programs/charter/awards.html
http://www2.ed.gov/programs/charter-rehqcs/index.html
http://www2.ed.gov/programs/charter-rehqcs/index.html


Charter Schools Program

$253M

SEA Grants &  
Non-SEA Grants

$143M

Grants are awarded 
on a competitive basis 

to State Education 
Agencies (SEAs), 
who in turn make 

subgrants to charter 
schools. Individual 
charter schools can 
apply directly if its 
state does not have  

a grant.

Replication & 
Expansion Grant

$75M

Grants are awarded 
on a competitive 

basis to non-profit 
charter management 

organizations 
(CMOs) that have 

demonstrated 
success, including 

improved academic 
achievement.

State Chart 
School Facilities 
Grant Incentive

$11M

Grants are awarded 
on a competitive 

basis to states to help 
cover charter school 

facilities costs.

Credit 
Enhancement for 
Charter Facilities 

Program

$13M

Grants are awarded 
on a competitive 

basis to public and 
non-profit entities 
that enhance the 
ability of public 

charter schools to 
raise private capital 

to acquire, construct, 
renovate, or lease 
academic facilities.

National 
Leadership 

Activities Grant

$11M

Competitive grant 
for projects of 

national significance 
to improve charter 

school quality.

U.S. Department of Education Charter Schools Program
FY2015 Funding Levels

the most successful charter school networks—including 
KIPP, Success Academy, IDEA Public Schools, Breakthrough 
Schools, and Achievement First—have been able to 
replicate and expand because of this investment. R&E 
grants are funded at $75 million in FY 2015.

 ¡ Two grant programs support facilities financing  
for charter schools:

 ` Credit Enhancement for Charter School Facilities, 
funded at $13 million in FY 2015, helps charter schools 
access private-sector and other nonfederal capital 
in order to acquire, construct, and renovate school 

facilities at a reasonable cost. The credit enhancement 
program has leveraged $3.7 billion in private sector 
capital, and provided financing for more than 500 
schools in 33 states and the District of Columbia.

 ` State Charter School Facilities Incentive grants, funded 
at $11 million in FY 2015, provide competitive grants 
to incentivize states to establish, fund, and administer 
“per-pupil facilities aid” for charter schools. With even 
a small investment, the federal government has made 
it possible for 13 states to improve their charter school 
facilities funding. Additional federal funding would do 
so much more.

Doubling CSP funding to $500 million annually would provide critically needed resources to promote 
charter school growth, replication, and expansion, and would create new opportunities for students 
whose parents are eager to access better school options. 
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Promoting Flexibility 

Additional Resources

We know that charter schools work, and we increasingly 
know why they work—a combination of strong 
accountability, flexibility in their curriculum and operations, 
and the ability to innovate and create a more personalized 
learning experience for every student. With this knowledge 
in hand, the federal government can promote charter school 
growth and quality by increasing funding for the CSP and 
by ensuring that federal education legislation and regulation 
adheres to the following principles: 

 ¡ Allow charter school innovation to flourish through 
autonomy in curriculum, school organization, and  
hiring practices.

 ¡ Ensure that federal laws and regulations strengthen rather 
than impede the state freedoms that allow charter schools 
to excel. 

 ¡ Promote strong authorizers that will hold charter schools 
accountable for results and close charter schools that fail  
to deliver for students. 

 ¡ Prioritize charter school startup funding for states with 
strong charter school laws that maximize autonomy, 
provide facilities access, and provide equitable funding.

 ¡ Ensure that charter schools have the same access to federal 
funding as other public schools and local school districts.

The following reports and studies by the National  
Alliance for Public Charter Schools provide more detailed 
information about charter schools, the federal CSP, and 
related regulatory issues. You can find these resources at  
www.publiccharters.org/get-the-facts/publications-research/. 

 ¡ Individual stories of charter schools  
and our students:

 ` The National Alliance’s “CSP in Action” series features 
profiles of charter schools around the country and 
how the federal CSP made their success possible.

 ` Each June, the National Alliance’s “30 Days of Grad” 
series celebrates charter school graduates and classes 
from around America.

 ¡ Facts about charter schools, charter 
school enrollment, and the strength  
of the charter school movement:

 ` A Growing Movement: America’s Largest Charter 
School Communities

 ` Health of the Public Charter School Movement:  
A State-by-State Analysis

 ` Waiting for Their Chance: A Closer Look at Wait 
Lists in Urban Public Charter Schools

 ` Estimated Number of Public Charter Schools  
and Students, 2014–15

 ` Measuring Up to the Model: A Ranking of State 
Charter School Laws

 ` Separating Fact and Fiction: What You Need  
to Know about Public Charter Schools

 ` 2014 Charter School Facility Finance Landscape

 ` Charter School Facilities Finance: How CDFIs Created 
the Market, and How to Stimulate Future Growth

 ¡ Charter schools driving improvement  
and innovation:

 ` Chartering Turnaround: Leveraging Public Charter 
School Autonomy to Address Failure

 ` The Hidden Connection in Citywide Reform: 
How Charter Schools Can Bring Equity to Public 
Education

 ` Breakthroughs in Time, Talent, and Technology: 
Next-Generation Learning Models in Public 
Charter Schools

 ` On Top of the World: Public Charter Schools  
and International Benchmarking, 2013–14

 ` More of a Good Thing: Growing the Nation’s  
Best Charter Schools

 ¡ Policy recommendations to spur charter 
school growth and quality:

 ` The National Alliance’s Principles for 
Reauthorization of the Elementary and  
Secondary Education Act

7  |  Investing in Public Charter Schools to Renew Public Education

http://www.publiccharters.org/csp-action/
http://www.publiccharters.org/30daysofgrad/
http://www.publiccharters.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/12/2014_Enrollment_Share_FINAL.pdf
http://www.publiccharters.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/12/2014_Enrollment_Share_FINAL.pdf
http://www.publiccharters.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/09/health-of-the-movement-2014.pdf
http://www.publiccharters.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/09/health-of-the-movement-2014.pdf
http://www.publiccharters.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/05/waitlist_web.pdf
http://www.publiccharters.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/05/waitlist_web.pdf
http://www.publiccharters.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/open_closed_FINAL1.pdf
http://www.publiccharters.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/open_closed_FINAL1.pdf
http://www.publiccharters.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/01/model_law_2015_web.pdf
http://www.publiccharters.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/01/model_law_2015_web.pdf
http://www.publiccharters.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/08/Separating-Fact-from-Fiction.pdf
http://www.publiccharters.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/08/Separating-Fact-from-Fiction.pdf
http://www.lisc.org/content/publications/detail/21897
http://www.frbsf.org/community-development/files/wp08-021.pdf
http://www.frbsf.org/community-development/files/wp08-021.pdf
http://www.publiccharters.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/08/turnaround_web.pdf
http://www.publiccharters.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/08/turnaround_web.pdf
http://www.publiccharters.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/NPC035_NolaPaper_F1.pdf
http://www.publiccharters.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/NPC035_NolaPaper_F1.pdf
http://www.publiccharters.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/NPC035_NolaPaper_F1.pdf
http://www.publiccharters.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/09/NAPCS-NextGen-Report-DIGITAL.pdf
http://www.publiccharters.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/09/NAPCS-NextGen-Report-DIGITAL.pdf
http://www.publiccharters.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/09/NAPCS-NextGen-Report-DIGITAL.pdf
http://www.publiccharters.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/NAPCS-OECD-Report-04-REV.pdf
http://www.publiccharters.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/NAPCS-OECD-Report-04-REV.pdf
http://www.publiccharters.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/08/CMO-More-of-a-Good-Thing-Growing-the-Nations-Best-CHarter-Schools.pdf
http://www.publiccharters.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/08/CMO-More-of-a-Good-Thing-Growing-the-Nations-Best-CHarter-Schools.pdf
http://www.publiccharters.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/01/ESEAPolicyPriorities.pdf
http://www.publiccharters.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/01/ESEAPolicyPriorities.pdf
http://www.publiccharters.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/01/ESEAPolicyPriorities.pdf


Charter 
Schools 
Working 
for 
Students

While every charter 
school has a unique 
story to tell, we’ve 
chosen a few 
individual schools 
and citywide efforts 
that highlight how 
charter schools are 
making a profound 
difference in the lives 
of their students. 

Over the past five years, Nashville has 
surged to the top of the list of cities 
trying to transform their troubled 
schools by recruiting high-performing 
charter schools. With strong local 
leadership, the city grew its crop of 
charter schools to 19 in 2015, with 
seven more on the way.

The fresh infusion of charter schools is 
aimed at high-poverty neighborhoods 
where traditional district schools have 
not succeeded. By supporting top 
charter schools, and closing failing 
charter schools (four over the past 
five years), Nashville appears to be 
meeting its goal of bringing more 
educational opportunity to its neediest 
neighborhoods. 

One example of the Nashville infusion 
strategy, which is fueled by federal 
charter school startup funds, is RePublic, 
a charter group that draws its name 
from “reinventing public education.” 
The RePublic schools—Nashville 
Prep, Liberty Collegiate Academy, 
and Nashville Academy of Computer 
Science—routinely appear on the 
city’s list of top-performing schools. 

Next year, the charter group will 
launch Mississippi’s first charter school, 
Reimagine Prep, a middle school.

RePublic’s unique startup story begins 
with founder Ravi Gupta’s experiences 
growing up in New York’s Staten Island. 
Gupta, the son of an Indian-born father 
and a Polish mother, made his way 
through traditional public schools until 
the eighth grade, when he got into 
some trouble at school. “My mother 
pulled me out and put me in Catholic 
school, and that made all the difference. 
I came away with a recognition that my 
mom was able to take on a job and put 
me through Catholic schools, which is a 
choice not everybody has.”

After graduating from Binghamton 
University, Gupta went on to Yale 
Law School. He eventually settled on 
education as the field where he would 
make his mark in the world. The more 
charter schools he visited, the more 
certain he became that founding a 
charter school was the right goal for him. 

The first key breakthrough was 
winning a fellowship with Building 

RePublic Schools: Launched in 
Nashville, Expanded in Mississippi

*Percentages represent an average of scores collected from students in grades 5, 6, and 7

English Language Arts Math

 Nashville Prep   Liberty Collegiate 
Academy

  Metro Nashville  
Public Schools

  Tennessee

Percentage of Students Proficient or Advanced 
RePublic Schools
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Excellent Schools (BES). The Boston-
based group gave him a national tour 
of high-performing charter schools. 
“It was an incredible experience,” said 
Gupta. “I went from D.C. to New York 
to Boston to LA visiting charter schools 
that were getting great results for kids. 
We would always ask: What are the 
common elements?”

Soon, Gupta was ready to lay out 
his own plan in the form of a charter 
school application. And he quickly 
settled on Nashville, in part the 
result of Mayor Karl Dean recruiting 
promising charter school startups. With 
an approved charter, a philanthropic 
grant got Gupta started. He followed 
that up with a key sustaining grant 
from the state, which used federal CSP 
monies to provide $475,000 for each 
of the first two schools.

Launching new schools without 
those dollars would have been 
unimaginable. “The federal grant gave 
us a strong planning year,” Gupta 
said. “It allowed us to get the staff in 
place and helped us build a strong 
academic program. We brought some 
of our staff in early, to train them 
and to do community outreach so 

we could get strong buy-in from our 
families. It also allowed us to make 
critical purchases that you can’t make 
without early funding. If you don’t yet 
have per-pupil expenditures, you can’t 
buy furniture or purchase computers.”

In Nashville, RePublic is known for 
developing a coding curriculum. 
RePublic offers this curriculum to 
traditional schools in Nashville, and 
Gupta sees RePublic also offering it 
nationally. Just as he drew on lessons 
learned from top charter schools in 
Boston and elsewhere, future charter 
school leaders can look at what RePublic 
pioneered with its coding curriculum. 

“All of our eighth graders get coding 
as a core subject. At the Academy of 
Computer Science, it starts in the fifth 
grade,” said Gupta. Eventually, coding 
will be taught in all grades at RePublic 
schools. “When our high school opens 
[next year] our kids will be enrolled in 
AP computer science right off the bat.”

Eleven-year-old Titus Gore attends the 
Academy of Computer Science, and he’s 
doing so well at coding that he signed 
on for an extra two hours a week. In 
his advanced coding class, Titus is using 

Javascript to master loops, the coding 
that allows websites to spin through a 
series of repeats, mostly images. 

Currently, Titus’s computer science 
skills make him an exception. 
Extremely few minority students take 
AP computer science—a statistic 
Gupta plans to alter radically, especially 
when his schools open in Mississippi. 
“The people who create software are 
a pretty small group who have an 
incredible amount of power and an 
ability to shape the future. We think 
this is an amazing opportunity for 
students who come from low-income 
backgrounds to catapult from the 
bottom to the top. If we’re on the 
cutting edge of coding and robotics 
instruction, our kids can enter high 
school actually ahead of even students 
who come from fancy private schools.” 

RePublic’s coding curriculum, and its 
overall Nashville track record, was a 
draw for Bishop Ronnie Crudup, a 
co-chair of the steering committee 
that helped bring RePublic to Jackson, 
Mississippi. “Many of these children 
will come from schools where the 
[academic] performance has not been 
stellar. These parents are moving 
their children to this charter with the 
anticipation it will change their lives.”

The key to RePublic’s ability to expand 
into Mississippi and other Southern 
states will be a replication grant from 
the federal CSP—an application now 
being prepared. “We can’t rely just 
on philanthropy,” said Gupta. And 
the per-pupil funding in states such as 
Mississippi is insufficient to pay for the 
growth. “All that gives extra urgency 
to needing that grant to replicate. It 
would allow us to build a CMO staff 
that can actually support growth. We 
could hire a chief operating officer, and 
hire extra financial help. We could build 
out our curriculum. It would allow us to 
put our principals through the kind of 
training we’ve talked about.”

Ravi Gupta, co-founder and CEO of RePublic Schools, with a RePublic student.
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In 2008, Shara Hegde had already 
graduated from Brown University and 
finished a two-year teaching stint in 
Miami-Dade Public Schools as part of 
Teach for America. She was finishing a 
master’s degree in education policy from 
Stanford, and wondered what was next.

“I realized I didn’t want to go back into 
traditional schools, which I didn’t think 
had the structures to be successful with 
high-needs students,” said Hegde. As 
she was researching opportunities, she 
came across Boston-based BES, which 
offers fellowships to prospective school 
leaders. “I looked at their website and 
felt compelled by their belief that all 

students could succeed and that we 
could create school environments that 
supported achievement at high levels.” 

After being chosen as a fellow, Hegde 
observed some of the best charter 
schools in the nation, including Roxbury 
Prep, Excel, Collegiate, and Boston 
Prep in Massachusetts. “Then we made 
our way down the East Coast and saw 
Uncommon Schools and North Star 
[New York and New Jersey]” Hegde 
said. “North Star really resonated.”

From the fellowship, Hegde settled on 
her own vision: “I wanted to create a 
school with a sense of urgency and 
a buzz of learning.” Hegde and BES 

chose San Jose as the launch site and 
settled into a year of planning. The 
pieces began falling into place quickly. 

The key development was winning 
a charter approval from John Porter, 
superintendent at Franklin-McKinley 
School District, and his board. Porter, 
by far the most charter school–friendly 
superintendent in sprawling Santa 
Clara County, was just beginning to 
experiment with mixing charter schools 
in with his traditional schools. That mix, 
Porter concluded, was the best antidote 
to years of struggles to educate 
low-income and minority students. 
Cornerstone got folded into that mix.

Cornerstone Academy Preparatory 
School, San Jose, California

Cornerstone Academy Preparatory School
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Historically, Louisiana has suffered from 
poor educational outcomes. Over the 
past decade, however, the academic 
gains in New Orleans—where over 90 
percent of public school students now 
attend charters schools—have helped 
transform one of the most struggling 
public education systems in the nation. 

Before Hurricane Katrina decimated the 
city and most of its schools, 64 percent 
of public school students in New 
Orleans attended a school designated 
as “failing.” Currently, only 9 percent of 
students attend failing schools. 

High school graduation rates have 
increased by more than 20 percentage 
points, from below 50 percent to more 
than 70 percent. 

And, in 2013, a study by CREDO found 
that New Orleans charter schools 

deliver five months of extra learning 
per year when compared with similarly 
situated traditional schools.

New Orleans’ most at-risk students 
are also benefiting from the new 
system: CREDO found that students 
with special needs achieve nearly two 
months of extra learning per year. 

And, despite New Orleans schools 
serving an extremely at-risk population, 
the expulsion rate is below the state 
average. Performance increases have 
not been achieved by ignoring equity; 
rather, New Orleans has become one 
of the most equitable urban school 
districts in the country.

Other cities in Louisiana have benefited 
from charter schools—from Baton 
Rouge to Shreveport to the naval base 
at Belle Chase. Charter schools are 

educating students in rural, suburban, 
and urban geographies. Across the 
state, students attending charter 
schools in Louisiana achieve nearly four 
months of extra learning per year.

In growing its charter school sector, 
Louisiana has utilized CSP funds 
to revitalize the state’s educational 
system. Over the past 20 years, 
Louisiana has deployed more than $71 
million in CSP funds to provide children 
across the state with innovative and 
high-quality education opportunities. 
In doing so, it has begun to create a 
roadmap for how states can transform 
struggling educational systems by 
investing in the highest-performing 
educators. 

Louisiana: An Emerging Southern Proof Point 

After receiving some early philanthropy, 
Hegde was still struggling to get her 
school off the ground. But a $600,000 
grant awarded in 2010 by the California 
Department of Education—federal CSP 
money channeled through the state—
clinched it. That grant meant everything. 
Now she could hire staff, purchase a 
curriculum, and build her vision.

Cornerstone opened in August 2010 
with a kindergarten and first grade with 
107 students. Today, Cornerstone has 
400 students in grades K–5, and in the 
2015–16 school year, that number will 
increase to 462 students in grades K–6. 

Cornerstone Academy has been among 
the highest-performing schools in the 
city of San Jose. Despite the fact that 
84 percent of students are low-income, 
qualify as English Learners, or both, 
Cornerstone students perform at upper 
middle class suburban–like levels. 
In 2014, Cornerstone was named a 
California Distinguished School.

One innovation draws another: Silicon 
Schools awarded Cornerstone a 
$75,000 grant in 2014 to pursue the 
school’s vision of technology-enabled 
blended learning. Now, Cornerstone 
has one laptop per student. And one 

successful charter school seeds another: 
Cornerstone’s academic director left to 
start a KIPP middle school within the 
Franklin-McKinley district.

CSP made Hegde’s vision come to life, 
and it gave Superintendent Porter a 
school that succeeds with low-income 
and minority children—a success that 
is hard to match within Santa Clara 
County, where superintendents with 
less welcoming views about high-
performing charter schools continue 
to operate schools that mostly fail 
students with similar backgrounds.
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Denver Public Schools has an ambitious 
goal: By 2020, 80 percent of its schools 
will be “high performing.” Currently, 
61 percent of the district’s schools get 
ranked that high, but this goal contains 
a huge asterisk: Every region of the city 
has to reach that 80 percent; currently, 
one region ranks at only 38 percent.

If this were another troubled urban 
school district, it would be easy 
to dismiss such goal setting. But 
Denver is carrying out an experiment 
worth watching. The city is adding 

high-performing charter schools into 
the mix—not as separate schools, but 
as part of the overall system.

Those high-performing charter 
schools, such as Denver School of 
Science of Technology (DSST), STRIVE, 
and University Prep—all fueled by 
grants from the federal CSP—play two 
roles: They provide great educational 
opportunities for children and they 
accelerate innovation that can be 
shared by all schools. 

Colorado: Pioneering a New 
Model of Public Education 

Take, as an example, DSST, which 
operates out of district-owned 
buildings. Already, it runs the top two 
high schools in the city as well as the 
top three middle schools. At full build 
out, the charter group will graduate 
700 students a year, which in turn 
would double the number of Denver 
seniors who graduate academically 
qualified to enter four-year colleges.

But that expansion depends on federal 
CSP dollars, usually $600,000 per new 
school expansion. “It costs money to 
open new schools,” said DSST Chief 
Bill Kurtz. “We use [federal] funding to 
pay for new equipment—tables, desks, 
computers, and copiers—all the things 
you need to run a school.” CSP allows 
Kurtz to hire teachers and principals 
early, well before school starts.

The irony of being both well-known 
and successful, said Kurtz, is that 
seeking out private funding gets 
harder. That makes the federal grants 
even more precious.

Alyssa Whitehead-Bust, the chief 
academic and innovation officer 
for Denver schools, says the charter 
schools bring something special to the 
mix in Denver. “The performance of 
the charter network is higher than the 
district average,” she said, despite the 
fact that they serve higher numbers of 
poor and minority students. “Because 
of the student population they serve, 
they help with equity.”

In Denver, the best path to succeeding 
with the 2020 goal is increasing the 
number of high-performing charter 
schools, which is exactly the district’s 
strategy. That increase, however, 
depends on federal CSP funding.

100%
College 

Acceptance

Denver Public 
Schools

DSST

DSST Public Schools

To date, 100% of 
DSST students have 
received acceptance 
to a 4-year college.

DSST students have 
the lowest rate of 
college remediation in 
Denver and the fourth 
lowest in Colorado.
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