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Albany - SUNY’s new Charter School Fiscal Dashboard takes charter school transparency to a new level. The Charter School Fiscal Dashboard is a simple yet dynamic tool to view financial data and understand the fiscal health of any SUNY authorized charter school in the state that has completed at least one year of operation.

“The Dashboard is a vital analytical tool for the Institute and the school leaders and boards of SUNY authorized charter schools,” said SUNY Charter Schools Institute Executive Director Jonas S. Chartock.  “It also provides a new level of transparency and clarity about charter school operations for school communities and the public at large.”  Chartock said he believes this is a model that could be adopted by other charter school authorizers in the state and around the country.
Having been designed and constructed over the past six months, the Fiscal Dashboard provides: 1) a five year financial history (or number of years in existence if less than five years) for every SUNY authorized school taken from the yearly audited financial statements; 2) data and a graphical representation of the fiscal ratio analyses that the Institute uses in determining fiscal health of SUNY authorized school; and 3) a never-before available means to compare like schools. 
SUNY has been leader in accountability and transparency among charter school authorizers.  The Fiscal Dashboard complements the multiple academic performance, school evaluation and renewal evaluation reports already available on the Institute’s website, www.newyorkcharters.org.  The Fiscal Dashboard has three components: Financial History; School Analysis; and Related Graphs.

Financial History - The Financial History section contains information directly from the school submitted and board approved audited financial statements for the latest five years of operation (or number of years the school has been in existence if less than five years). Official enrollment information reported to the Institute as well as chartered enrollment and actual grades served is also provided. 
School Analysis - The School Analysis section was designed to help in the interpretation of the crucial information that is presented in the financial reports. The School Analysis utilizes key financial history in several fiscal ratio analyses; these ratios are common in measuring the fiscal stability of any school or business and have been used by the Institute for a number of years in evaluating a school’s fiscal health:

· Composite Score

A financial composite score has been calculated for each school using the methodology developed by the United States Department of Education (USDOE) to determine whether private not-for-profit colleges and universities are financially responsible enough to participate in federal loan programs. These scores can be valid for observing the fiscal trends of a particular school and used as a tool to compare the results of different schools.

· Working Capital(W/C)

The W/C ratio indicates if a school has enough short-term assets to cover its immediate liabilities/short term debt.

· Quick (Acid Test) Ratio

This ratio is another test that indicates whether a school has enough short-term assets to cover its immediate liabilities. The quick (or acid-test) ratio is a more stringent measure of liquidity. Only liquid assets are taken into account. Inventory and prepaid expenses are excluded, as they may be difficult to dispose of.

· Debt Ratio

This ratio indicates what proportion of debt a school has relative to its assets. The measure gives an idea to the leverage of the school along with the potential risks the school faces in terms of its debt-load.

· Months of Cash

This ratio indicates solvency and the school's ability to pay debts and claims as they come due. It is recommended that schools work towards having a three-month reserve based on prior year expenses to ensure stable operations.

· This section also uses enrollment data from the financial history section to show per pupil breakdowns and analysis. Such per pupil breakdowns will include: revenue per pupil; expenses per pupil; percentage of revenue exceeding expenses; student to faculty; and faculty to administration.

Graphical Representation of Information

This section uses information and ratio analyses from the previous two sections to show a graphical representation of the data. Each graph has a brief description of what that particular graph is showing and how it should be interpreted. 
It is important to note that there may be multiple circumstances which cause a school to fall into the ‘needs monitoring’, ‘high risk’ or ‘poor’ categories on any of the measures featured on the dashboard.  Such labels serve as an alert to the Institute and the school that further investigation and analysis may be needed. This is what prompts the Institute’s questions to schools in response to their submission of quarterly reports or during an annual evaluation, etc. The Institute always makes its determination regarding fiscal soundness in consideration of the unique characteristics of a school and any current challenges/goals it faces.
“The Institute’s primary focus at renewal continues to be the extent to which a school has met its academic accountability plan goals and the school’s performance in relation to the SUNY Charter Renewal Benchmarks overall,” added Chartock.  “At the same time, we take very seriously our statutory responsibility to monitor the fiscal health of the schools we authorize. Particularly in these difficult financial times, a school’s ability to handle the unexpected—from delays in district payments to flat or even reduced per pupil funding—while still planning accordingly for the school’s future, is  important.  This dashboard brings our work in this area to the next level.”
Accessing and Using the Dashboard

The Fiscal Dashboard is posted on the Institute’s website at: http://www.newyorkcharters.org/FiscalDashboard.htm. It will continually be updated as new schools reach the completion of their first year.
The file has two tabs: “Info Tab” and “DashBoard.” When opening the file, select ‘Do Not
Update.’ Once in the file go to the Info Tab and simply enter in the designated number for a school from the list at the right into the first green cell. Once that is done that school’s information will populate in the dashboard tab. To add a comparison school, simply enter in the designated number for a second school or region into the second green cell. For guidance on identifying comparison schools the Info Tab includes a broad range of school specific detail: region, grades served and enrollment as of 2009-10, years of operation, management/partner organization or not and facility type. If you do not want to use the comparison tool simply leave the second green cell blank.

SUNY is the largest charter school authorizer in New York State and the largest university-based charter school authorizer in the country. The Charter Schools Institute was created by the SUNY Board of Trustees to help it in carrying out its responsibilities under the Charter Schools Act. Guided by the rigorous standards set by the SUNY Board of Trustees, the Institute’s oversight of SUNY authorized charter schools is comprehensive, including: evaluating initial applications for the opening of charter schools; providing technical assistance and guidance to schools where necessary; requiring schools to take remedial action or placing schools on probation; conducting a comprehensive evaluation when a school applies to renew its charter; and reporting to the school and the public on each school’s performance and progress. Students at SUNY authorized charter schools out-performed those at all public schools (charter and non-charter) on last year’s mathematics and English language arts exams. 
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