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· My name is Jonas Chartock and I am the Executive Director of the SUNY Charter Schools Institute. 

· Senator Perkins, Committee members, distinguished guests, thank you for inviting me to be a part of today’s important conversation.

· I would like to begin with a brief introduction to my organization and to SUNY’s role as a charter school authorizer, with a particular focus on our commitment to high standards, accountability, and transparency.

· SUNY is the largest authorizer in New York State and the largest University-based authorizer in the country.  

· Next year 74 SUNY authorized charter schools will serve nearly 20,000 students across New York State:

· 53 charter schools in and around New York City;

· 12 in the Capital District; and 

· 9 in Western and Central New York.

· The Charter Schools Institute was created by the SUNY Board of Trustees in 1999 to help it carry out its responsibilities as one of two state-wide “charter entities” or charter school authorizers in New York State. 

· The Charter Schools Institute is an independent body whose sole focus and area of responsibility is charter school authorizing.  To be candid, the Institute’s independence and focus on data and authorizing policy effectively insulates our work from political influence. 

· The Institute is staffed by experienced educators, lawyers and finance experts including former school teachers and school leaders--from both charter schools and traditional schools, and former New York City Department of Education and State Education Department administrators.  
· We maintain two offices, one in Albany, the other in New York City with a total professional staff of 15.  Our staff regularly visit schools and our approach to our work emphasizes time with school staff and parents and respects the input of the communities in which our schools are located.

· Senator Perkins, members of the committee, I must tell you that I believe that the critically important work of the charter school authorizer in New York State has gotten lost in the current charter school dialogue. 
· Authorizers are the constants in New York’s Charter School movement—with responsibility for approving new schools, ongoing oversight and monitoring of existing schools, and deciding whether or not a school’s operating contract is ultimately renewed.  
· We are the link between the Legislation you created and the schools built on the ground by individual applicants and school boards.  
· We are the means by which the Legislature, parents and communities should be able to easily obtain information about a school’s progress and plans for the future.  
· We are the body that investigates allegations of wrongdoing and hold schools accountable for fixing problems.
· Authorizers are the mechanism by which the accountability promise of the New York Charter Schools Act – increased flexibility in exchange for increased student achievement and true accountability – should be enforced.
· My hope is that by the end of this hearing you will have a better idea of how each authorizer is carrying out its significant responsibilities and that you will recognize the role of the authorizer in addressing many of the issues of concern you have raised to date about charter schools.  
· SUNY’s model of charter authorizing is designed to balance a respect for school autonomy with holding schools to the highest standards of academic accountability.  
· Respect for charter school autonomy for SUNY translates into flexibility for charter schools that by statute operate independently from traditional school districts.
· It means SUNY is willing to approve innovative school programs – whether it’s a dual language school; a school devoted to an inclusionary model of instruction where more than 50% of the student body has special education needs; a school infusing the principles of sustainability throughout the curriculum; or a single gender school.
· It means that SUNY will approve a proposed curriculum for at-risk students with more time spent on English language arts and mathematics.
· It also means that SUNY grants a certain amount of flexibility for schools in its charter agreements. 

· This type of flexibility does not apply to major changes such as adding new grades or significantly changing the academic program.  
· I am talking about trusting our school leaders – who best know their teachers, students and their families – to make real-time adjustments that allow them to meet their needs.

· At the same time, every functional area of responsibility of the Institute is grounded in practices to hold schools accountable for meeting measurable student achievement results.


· Let’s look at SUNY’s process for reviewing new school applications.  Tab 1 in your binders.  The process includes:

· rigorous review by Charter Schools Institute staff from an academic, legal and fiscal perspective; AND
· review by external review panels comprised of individuals with national education experience; AND
· two separate interviews of lead applicants and the proposed board of trustees for the charter school – first by Institute staff and then by members of the SUNY Trustees’ Charter Schools Committee. 
· If a proposed charter school intends to contract with a for-profit or not-for-profit management organization, the Institute conducts a due diligence review to ensure the organization has the track record, know-how and human and fiscal resources to provide the intended services/programs.  
· SUNY’s due diligence reviews include an in-depth questionnaire, comprehensive interview with Institute staff, and review of any proposed contract. 
· We stress to charter school board members, as I will emphasize here, that SUNY’s charter agreement is with the school’s board of trustees, not its management company.  Regardless of any partnership the school may seek, we will always hold the school board accountable for the day-to-day operations of the school. 
· To that end, part of our review of management company contracts is to ensure that the school’s option to end the relationship is clearly defined.
· This due diligence review is unique to SUNY. 
· Senator Perkins, Committee members, the Questionnaire is included in your packet at Tab 2.  Also included there is a table listing all SUNY schools and whether or not they have a management partner. As you will see, only 9 of the 74 SUNY charter schools contract with for-profit partners.
· Once an application is approved and the school begins operation, it becomes subject to the Institute’s schedule of regular visits and inspections.  

· These inspection visits – the protocol for which is at Tab 3 in your binders – include classroom observations, reviews of student work and curriculum, interviews with school leaders, teachers, staff, parents, students and school board members.

· Evaluation visits result in detailed reports to the school’s board of trustees, which are made public on the Institute’s website and that we charge schools to widely distribute.  
· These visits are comprehensive and are guided by SUNY’s standards for charter renewal as detailed in SUNY’s Charter Renewal Benchmarks, included at Tab 4 in your binders.
· Focused in the areas of academic quality, organizational and fiscal soundness, and governance, SUNY’s renewal benchmarks are regarded not only for the high standard they represent but for the clarity and transparency they provide to schools. 
· We write on a school’s progress in meeting the benchmarks in our annual school evaluation reports and in our Renewal Recommendation reports, which are also posted on the Institute’s website. 
· A sample of a SUNY evaluation report is included in your packet at Tab 5.

· Further, at least once in an initial charter term, SUNY engages an outside educational organization to conduct an independent school evaluation using our Renewal Standards.  This commitment to ensuring objectivity has been an incredible asset to our program and again, it is a practice unique to SUNY.  We have also included a sample external evaluation visit report at Tab 6 in your packet.
· A bit more about unique SUNY practices. 

· While every charter school in the state is required by law to identify measurable goals for student achievement, SUNY has formalized that process by requiring each school to adopt an academic Accountability Plan that is incorporated into its charter and spells out in detail what the school must accomplish in order to be renewed. 
· SUNY’s guidelines for creating an academic accountability plan, including a list of the SUNY required measures for elementary, middle and high schools are included at Tab 7 in your packet.
· In sum, all SUNY charter schools are required to include:

· absolute measures related to State assessments;

for example, at least 75% of students in grades 3-8 enrolled for at least two years must demonstrate proficiency on all state assessments;  

· comparative measures; 

for example, the Institute performs a regression analysis to see how SUNY schools perform in relation to similar public schools state-wide, charter and non-charter—based on free lunch eligibility, and 

· growth measures; 

for example, the Institute evaluates how the same cohort of students performs over time with set goals for year to year growth. 

· SUNY’s accountability guidelines are exemplars and have been replicated across the country.

· SUNY schools are also required to submit annual reports on their progress in meeting their Accountability Plan goals.  These reports are posted on the Institute’s website so anyone can see whether or not a school is living up to its promises.  You can see a sample of one of those reports at Tab 8 in your binder.
· And while our focus on the academic programs at SUNY authorized charter schools is perhaps the most visible, I assure you that our commitment to ensuring fiscal and organizational soundness of the schools we oversee is also strong. 
· Our evaluation of fiscal soundness includes a critical review of each school’s quarterly reports and annual financial audits – which are posted on the Institute’s website for all to see. 
· The Institute has also recently established a required and consistent electronic reporting format for quarterly reports and year-end audits for all SUNY charter schools based on national accounting standards.  
· This has allowed us to create a fiscal dashboard as a resource for our work as well as for school boards.  The dashboard allows us to make comparisons, perform analyses, and highlight red flags in a way that was simply not possible before.  A sample of the dashboard is included in your packets at Tab 9. 

· Further we have a dedicated and experienced legal and charter compliance team.  SUNY works with schools to resolve problems, but where necessary, has not hesitated to put schools on probation for charter violations.
· And finally, all of this information informs our recommendations regarding a school’s application to renew its charter. 
· SUNY is unique among charter authorizers nationally in that it has comprehensive renewal policies. I have included a copy of our Policy and Practice document in your packet at Tab 10. 

· SUNY is the only authorizer in New York State to have closed charter schools for academic underperformance.  
· SUNY has not renewed or closed, eight schools to date.  
· Making a recommendation for school closure is without question the most difficult aspect of our work. 
· Here again we have established a comprehensive and transparent process with multiple levels of due process protections for the school and the school community.

· Ultimately, we don’t believe that you can be a quality authorizer if you are not willing to enforce the accountability premise upon which charter schools are based: increased flexibility in exchange for real accountability.
· And that means closing failing schools.

· So, does this model of charter authorizing – balancing a respect for school autonomy with strict accountability – work? 
· That SUNY has received national recognition from the United States Department of Education and the National Association of Charter School Authorizers, and that we are frequently sought after to advise other states on our practices gives us some assurance. 
· In fact, in looking at the evaluations of New York’s Race to the Top application, we took pride in knowing that New York was given points for what are SUNY’s strengths: a rigorous application approval process; performance based contracts; and closing under-performing schools. 

· That we have continued to refine our work over the course of the past 10 years and have intentionally mined important lessons from charter school successes and failures is another positive sign. 

· But more tangibly, of course, we see results in student achievement, innovative school models, and the replication of successful charter school programs.

· On the most recent state exams in English language arts and mathematics, indicators that other public schools use, SUNY authorized charter schools outperformed all public schools (charter and non-charter) state-wide.

· 81% percent of students in SUNY charters scored at or above proficiency on the 2008-09 state assessment in English language arts;  92% percent of students did so in mathematics 
· And as I mentioned earlier, absolute proficiency is just one measure we look at when evaluating a school’s progress.
· When we look at performance compared to like schools across the state, SUNY authorized charter schools consistently perform better than expected.
· Senator Perkins, I urge you, as you continue your dialogue about accountability and transparency to recognize that high quality charter authorizing is your greatest resource.

· I invite you and your colleagues to visit the Charter Schools Institute’s website at newyorkcharters.org.  I do not believe you will find a more comprehensive resource of school information for any other public schools in the state as you will find for SUNY authorized charter schools.
· And of course, I invite you to join me in a tour of SUNY’s charter schools to see first hand what is happening in charter classrooms and how that work can be shared for the benefit of public education students state-wide.  That type of dialogue, sharing what we have learned in charter schools with all those invested in public education, is a priority for the Institute.
· In closing, let me thank you again for inviting me here today. 
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