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Introduction
The State University of New York Charter Renewal Benchmarks (the “State University Renewal Benchmarks”) serve two primary functions at renewal:

· They provide a framework for the Charter Schools Institute (the “Institute”) to gather and evaluate evidence to determine whether a school has made an adequate case for renewal.  In turn, this evidence assists the Institute in deciding if it can make the ultimate legal and other findings it is required to make in order to reach a positive recommendation for renewal.  For instance, the various benchmarks that the Institute uses to determine whether the school has had fiscally responsible practices in place during the last charter period allow the Institute to determine with greater accuracy whether the school will be operated in a fiscally sound manner during the next charter period, a finding that the Institute is legally required to make.

· At the same time that the State University Renewal Benchmarks provide a framework for the Institute to collect and review evidence, they also provide the school with a guide to understand what the Institute is looking for.  As the Institute uses the State University Renewal Benchmarks (or some sub-set of them) as a key lens through which it evaluates the school during its inspection visits and as the framework for its reports of those visits, no school should be surprised by the content of the benchmarks at the time of renewal.

Precisely how the Institute uses the State University Renewal Benchmarks, during both the renewal process and the charter period, is explained in greater detail in the Practices, Policies and Procedures for the Renewal of Charter Schools Authorized by the State University of New York (the “State University Renewal Practices”) available on the Institute’s website at:  www.newyorkcharters.org/
schoolsRenewOverview.htm.  Key points as to how the State University Renewal Benchmarks are used during the renewal process are highlighted here:
· The Institute does not have a point system for determining whether a school will be renewed.  In other words, a school cannot simply tally up the number of benchmarks it has met in order to determine whether it will be renewed.

· A large part of why such a tally is impossible is that some benchmarks are weighed more heavily than others.  In particular, the Institute gives the greatest weight to how well the school has met its academic Accountability Plan goals.  Despite the fact that the Accountability Plan comprises only a single benchmark, a school’s performance on that benchmark is critical.  Indeed, it is so important that while fiscal and organizational failures can cause a school to not be renewed (if sufficiently serious), excellence in these areas will not excuse poor academic performance.

· The Institute does not use every benchmark during every kind of renewal review, and how the benchmarks are used differs depending on a school’s circumstances.  For instance, the Qualitative Academic Performance Benchmarks (Benchmarks 1B-1H) (the “Qualitative Education Benchmarks”) are given far less weight when a school that has been renewed one or more times previously applies for renewal again.  Similarly, less weight is accorded to these benchmarks during an initial renewal review where a school has shown that it has met or has come close to meeting its academic Accountability Plan goals.
· As set forth in the State University Renewal Practices in greater detail, aside from the benchmark regarding meeting the academic Accountability Plan goals (which is singular in its importance), no school should fear that a failure to meet every element of every benchmark means that it is not in a position to make a case for renewal.  To the contrary, the Institute has yet to see a school—or any institution for that matter—that is perfect in every respect.  The Institute appreciates that the benchmarks set a very high standard collectively.  While the Institute certainly hopes and expects that schools aim high, it is understood that a school’s reach will necessarily exceed its grasp in at least some aspects. 
The State University Renewal Benchmarks are organized around four inter-connected renewal questions that each school must answer when submitting a renewal application.  The benchmarks further reflect the interwoven nature of schools from an academic, organizational, fiscal and/or legal perspective.  For instance, many of the benchmarks surrounding academic performance could reasonably be placed under the heading of organizational effectiveness. The benchmark regarding “use of assessment data” (State University Renewal Benchmark 1B) includes as a desired quality that the school has made changes to its curriculum and pedagogy where the data indicate gaps in learning and achievement.  More generally, some redundancy exists because the Institute sometimes is looking at the same issue but using a different focus.  For example, per State University Renewal Benchmark 1E, the Institute will gather evidence regarding the school leadership’s effectiveness at driving the school to excellence; that same issue is raised again in State University Renewal Benchmark 2C, but this time from the perspective of the school board’s performance.

It is important that the entire school community understand the renewal process. All members of a school’s leadership team and board should carefully review both the State University Renewal Benchmarks and the State University Renewal Practices.  Note that a renewal overview document for parents, teachers and community members is available on the Institute’s website at: www.newyorkcharters.org/schoolsRenewOverview.htm.  Please do not hesitate to contact the Institute with any questions.

State University of New York Charter Renewal Benchmarks
	
	Renewal Question 1

Is the School an Academic Success?

	Evidence Category
	State University Renewal Benchmarks

	State University Renewal 
Benchmark 1A

Academic Accountability 
Plan Goals
	Over the Accountability Period, the school has met or come close to meeting its academic Accountability Plan goals.  

The Institute will determine the extent to which the school has met the Accountability Plan goals in the following areas:

· English language arts;

· mathematics;

· science; 

· social studies, 
· NCLB;

· high school graduation and college preparation (if applicable); and

· optional academic goals included by the school.

	State University Renewal 
Benchmark 1B

Use of 
Assessment Data


	The school has a system to gather assessment and evaluation data and uses it to improve instructional effectiveness and student learning.   
Elements that are generally present include: 

· the school regularly uses standardized and other assessments that are aligned to the school’s curriculum framework and state performance standards;

· the school systematically collects and analyzes data from diagnostic, formative, and summative assessments, and makes it accessible to teachers, school leaders and the school board; 

· the school uses protocols, procedures and rubrics that ensure that the scoring of assessments and evaluation of student work is reliable and trustworthy;
· the school uses assessment data to predict whether the school’s Accountability Plan goals are being achieved;
· the school’s leaders use assessment data to monitor, change and improve the school’s academic program, including curriculum and instruction, professional development, staffing and intervention services;

· the school’s teachers use assessment data to adjust and improve instruction to meet the identified needs of students; 

· a common understanding exists between and among teachers and administrators of the meaning and consequences of assessment results, e.g., changes to the instructional program, access to remediation, promotion to the next grade; 

· the school regularly communicates each student’s progress and growth to his or her parents/guardians; and
· the school regularly communicates to the school community overall academic performance as well as the school’s progress toward meeting its academic Accountability Plan goals. 

	State University Renewal 
Benchmark 1C

Curriculum
	The school has a clearly defined curriculum and uses it to prepare students to meet state performance standards.
Elements that are generally present include: 

· the school has a well-defined curriculum framework for each grade and core academic subject, which includes the knowledge and skills that all students are expected to achieve as specified by New York State standards and performance indicators;

· the school has carefully analyzed all curriculum resources (including commercial materials) currently in use in relation to the school’s curriculum framework, identified areas of deficiency and/or misalignment, and addressed them in the instructional program; 

· the curriculum as implemented is organized, cohesive, and  aligned from grade to grade; 

· teachers are fully aware of the curricula that they are responsible to teach and have access to curricular documents such as scope and sequence documents, pacing charts, and/or curriculum maps that guide the development of their lesson plans;
· teachers develop and use lesson plans with objectives that are in alignment with the school’s curriculum; 
· the school has defined a procedure, allocated time and resources, and included teachers in ongoing review and revision of the curriculum; and
· the curriculum supports the school’s stated mission.

	State University Renewal 
Benchmark 1D


Pedagogy
	High quality instruction is evident in all classes throughout the school. 
Elements that are generally present include: 

· teachers demonstrate subject-matter and grade-level competency in the subjects and grades they teach;    
· instruction is rigorous and focused on learning objectives that specify clear expectations for what students must know and be able to do in each lesson;

· lesson plans and instruction are aligned to the school’s curriculum framework and New York State standards and performance indicators;

· instruction is differentiated to meet the range of learning needs represented in the school’s student population, e.g. flexible student grouping, differentiated materials, pedagogical techniques, and/or assessments; 
· all students are cognitively engaged in focused, purposeful learning activities during instructional time;
· learning time is maximized (e.g., appropriate pacing, high on-task student behavior, clear lesson focus and clear directions to students), transitions are efficient, and there is day-to-day instructional continuity; and 
· teachers challenge students with questions and assignments that promote academic rigor, depth of understanding, and development of higher-order thinking and problem-solving skills.


	State University Renewal 
Benchmark 1E

Instructional Leadership
	The school has strong instructional leadership. 
Elements that are generally present include:

· the school’s leadership establishes an environment of high expectations for student achievement;

· the school’s leadership establishes an environment of high expectations for teacher performance (in content knowledge, pedagogical skills and student achievement); 

· the school’s instructional leaders have in place a comprehensive and on-going system for evaluating teacher quality and effectiveness; 

· the school’s instructional leaders, based on classroom visits and other available data, provide direct ongoing support, such as critical feedback, coaching and/or modeling, to teachers in their classrooms; 
· the school’s leadership provides structured opportunities, resources and guidance for teachers to plan the delivery of the instructional program within and across grade levels as well as within disciplines or content areas; 
· the school’s instructional leaders organize a coherent and sustained professional development program that meets the needs of both the school and individual teachers;
· the school’s leadership ensures that the school is responding to the needs of at-risk students and maximizing their achievement to the greatest extent possible in the regular education program using in-class resources and/or pull-out services and programs where necessary ; and

· the school’s leadership conducts regular reviews and evaluations of the school’s academic program and makes necessary changes to ensure that the school is effectively working to achieve academic standards defined by the State University Renewal Benchmarks in the areas of assessment, curriculum, pedagogy, student order and discipline, and professional development.

	State University Renewal 
Benchmark 1F

At-Risk Students


	The school is demonstrably effective in helping students who are struggling academically.
Elements that are generally present include:

· the school deploys sufficient resources to provide academic interventions that address the range of students’ needs;

· all regular education teachers, as well as specialists, utilize effective strategies to support students within the regular education program;

· the school provides sufficient training, resources, and support to all teachers and specialists with regard to meeting the needs of at-risk students;

· the school has clearly defined screening procedures for identifying at-risk students and providing them with the appropriate interventions, and a common understanding among all teachers of these procedures;
· all regular education teachers demonstrate a working knowledge of students’ Individualized Education Program goals and instructional strategies for meeting those goals;
· the school provides sufficient time and support for on-going coordination between regular and special education teachers, as well as other program specialists and service providers; and

· the school monitors the performance of student participation in support services using well-defined school-wide criteria, and regularly evaluates the effectiveness of its intervention programs.  

	State University Renewal 
Benchmark 1G

Student Order & Discipline


	The school promotes a culture of learning and scholarship.

Elements that are generally present include: 

· the school has a documented discipline policy that is consistently applied;
· classroom management techniques and daily routines have established a culture in which learning is valued and clearly evident; 
· low-level misbehavior is not being tolerated, e.g., students are not being allowed to disrupt or opt-out of learning during class time; and
· throughout the school, a safe and orderly environment has been established.

	State University Renewal 
Benchmark 1H

Professional Development


	The school’s professional development program assists teachers in meeting student academic needs and school goals by addressing identified shortcomings in teachers’ pedagogical skills and content knowledge.
Elements that are generally present include: 

· the school provides sufficient time, personnel, materials and funding to support a comprehensive and sustained professional development program;

· the content of the professional development program dovetails with the school’s mission, curriculum, and instructional programs;

· annual professional development plans derive from a data-driven needs-assessment and staff interests;

· professional development places a high priority on achieving the State University Renewal Benchmarks and the school’s Accountability Plan goals;

· teachers are involved in setting short-term and long-term goals for their own professional development activities;
· the school provides effective, ongoing support and training tailored to teachers’ varying levels of expertise and instructional responsibilities; 
· the school provides training to assist all teachers to meet the needs of students with disabilities, English language learners and other students at-risk of academic failure; and 
· the professional development program is systematically evaluated to determine its effectiveness at meeting stated goals.  


	
	Renewal Question 2

Is the School an Effective, Viable Organization?

	Evidence Category
	State University Renewal Benchmarks

	State University Renewal 
Benchmark 2A

Mission & Key Design Elements
	The school is faithful to its mission and has implemented the key design elements included in its charter.
Elements that are generally present include:
· stakeholders are aware of the mission; 
· the school has implemented its key design elements in pursuit of its mission; and 

· the school meets or comes close to meeting any non-academic goals contained in its Accountability Plan. 

	State University Renewal 
Benchmark 2B

Parents & Students
	Parents/guardians and students are satisfied with the school. 
Elements that are generally present include: 
· the school has a process and procedures for evaluation of parent satisfaction with the school;
· the great majority of parents with students enrolled at the school have strong positive attitudes about it;
· few parents pursue grievances at the school board level or outside the school;

· a large number of parents seek entrance to the school;

· parents with students enrolled keep their children enrolled year-to-year; and
· the school maintains a high rate of daily student attendance.

	State University Renewal 
Benchmark 2C

Organizational Capacity
	The school has established a well-functioning organizational structure with staff, systems, and procedures that allow the school to carry out its academic program.

Elements that are generally present include:

· the school demonstrates effective management of day-to-day operations;

· staff scheduling is internally consistent and supportive of the school’s mission;  

· the school has established clear priorities, objectives and benchmarks for achieving its mission and Accountability Plan goals, and a process for their regular review and revision;

· the school has allocated sufficient resources in support of achieving its goals;

· the roles and responsibilities of the school’s leadership and staff members  are clearly defined; 

· the school has an organizational structure that provides clear lines for accountability;

· the school’s management has successfully recruited, hired and retained key personnel, and made appropriate decisions about removing ineffective staff members when warranted;

· the school maintains an adequate student enrollment and has effective procedures for recruiting new students to the school; and

· the school’s management and board have demonstrated effective communication practices with the school community including school staff, parents/guardians and students.  

	State University Renewal 
Benchmark 2D

Board Oversight


	The school board has worked effectively to achieve the school’s mission and provide oversight to the total educational program.
Elements that are generally present include: 

· the school board has adequate skills and expertise, as well as adequate meeting time to provide rigorous oversight of the school;

· the school board (or a committee thereof) understands the core business of the school—student achievement—in sufficient depth to permit the board to provide effective oversight; 


· the school board has set clear long-term and short-term goals and expectations for meeting those goals, and communicates them to the school’s management and leaders;

· the school board has received regular written reports from the school leadership on academic performance and progress, financial stability and organizational capacity; 
· the school board has conducted regular evaluations of the school’s management (including school leaders who report to the board, supervisors from management organization(s), and/or partner organizations that provide services to the school), and has acted on the results where such evaluations demonstrated shortcomings in performance; 

· where there have been demonstrable deficiencies in the school’s academic, organizational or fiscal performance, the school board has taken effective action to correct those deficiencies and put in place benchmarks for determining if the deficiencies are being corrected in a timely fashion; 
· the school board has not made financial or organizational decisions that have materially impeded the school in fulfilling its mission; and  

· the school board conducts on-going assessment and evaluation of its own effectiveness in providing adequate school oversight, and pursues opportunities for further governance training and development.

	State University Renewal 
Benchmark 2E

Governance
	The board has implemented and maintained appropriate policies, systems and processes, and has abided by them. 

Elements that are generally present include: 
· the school board has established a set of priorities that are in line with the school’s goals and mission and has effectively worked to design and implement a system to achieve those priorities; 
· the school board has in place a process for recruiting and selecting new members in order to maintain adequate skill sets and expertise for effective governance and structural continuity;

· the school board has implemented a comprehensive and strict conflict of interest policy (and/or code of ethics)—consistent with those set forth in the charter—and consistently abided by them through the term of the charter;
· the school board has generally avoided creating conflicts of interest where possible; where not possible, the school has managed those conflicts of interest in a clear and transparent manner;

· the school board has instituted a process for dealing with complaints (and such policy is consistent with that set forth in the charter), has made that policy clear to all stakeholders, and has followed that policy including acting in a timely fashion on any such complaints;

· the school board has abided by its by-laws including, but not limited to, provisions regarding trustee elections, removals and filling of vacancies; 
· the school board and its committees hold meetings in accordance with the Open Meetings Law, and minutes are recorded for all meetings including executive sessions and, as appropriate, committee meetings; and

· the school board has in place a set of board and school policies that are reviewed regularly and updated as needed.

	State University Renewal 
Benchmark 2F
Legal Requirements
	The school has substantially complied with applicable laws, rules and regulations and the provisions of its charter.
Elements that are generally present include: 

· during its charter period, the school has compiled a record of substantial compliance with the terms of its charter and applicable state and federal laws, rules and regulations including, but not limited to, submitting items to the Institute in a timely manner, and meeting teacher certification (including NCLB highly qualified status) and background check requirements, FOIL, and Open Meetings Law;
· at the time of renewal, the school is in substantial compliance with the terms of its charter and applicable laws, rules and regulations;

· over the charter period, the school has abided by the terms of its monitoring plan;
· the school has designed and put in place effective systems and controls to ensure that legal and charter requirements were and are met; and

· the school has an active and ongoing relationship with in-house or independent legal counsel that reviews relevant policies, documents, transactions and incidents and makes recommendations and handles other legal matters as needed.


	
	Renewal Question 3

Is the School Fiscally Sound?

	Evidence Category
	State University Renewal Benchmarks

	State University Renewal 
Benchmark 3A

Budgeting and Long Range Planning


	The school has operated pursuant to a long-range financial plan.  The school has created realistic budgets that are monitored and adjusted when appropriate.  Actual expenses have been equal to or less than actual revenue with no material exceptions.

Elements that are generally present include: 

· the school has clear budgetary objectives and budget preparation procedures;

· the budget process includes appropriate input from board members, school management, and staff;
· the school’s long-range fiscal plan is compared frequently to actual progress and adjusted to meet changing conditions; and

· budget variances are routinely analyzed and material variances are discussed and addressed at the board level including any necessary budget revisions.

	State University Renewal 
Benchmark 3B 

Internal Controls
	The school has maintained appropriate internal controls and procedures.  Transactions have been accurately recorded and appropriately documented in accordance with management’s direction, laws, regulations, grants and contracts.  Assets have been and are safeguarded.  Any deficiencies or audit findings have been corrected in a timely manner.
Elements that are generally present include: 

· the school follows a set of comprehensive written fiscal policies and procedures;

· the school safeguards its assets; 
· the school identifies and analyzes risks and takes mitigating actions;

· the school has controls in place to ensure that management decisions are properly carried out;

· the school monitors and assesses controls to ensure their adequacy;

· the school’s board members and employees adhere to a code of ethics;

· the school makes purchasing decisions that consider price, quality and dependability and makes each purchasing selection with the intention of maintaining a top-quality school;

· the school ensures duties are appropriately segregated, or institutes compensating controls;
· the school ensures that employees performing financial functions are appropriately qualified and adequately trained;

· the school has systems in place to provide the appropriate information needed by staff and the board to make sound financial decisions and to fulfill compliance requirements;

· a staff member of the school reviews grant agreements and monitors compliance with all stated conditions;

· the school prepares payroll according to appropriate state and federal regulations and school policy;

· the school ensures that employees, board members and volunteers who handle cash and investments are bonded to help assure the safeguarding of assets; and

· the school takes corrective action in a timely manner to address any internal control or compliance deficiencies identified by its external auditor, the State Education Department, or the Institute, if needed.

	State University Renewal 
Benchmark 3C

Financial  Reporting
	The school has complied with financial reporting requirements.  The school has provided the State University Trustees and the State Education Department with required financial reports on time, and such reports have been complete and have followed generally accepted accounting principles.
The following reports will have generally been filed in a timely, accurate and complete manner:

· annual financial statement audit reports, including federal Single Audit report if applicable;

· annual budgets and cash flow statements;
· un-audited quarterly reports of income and expense; and
· bi-monthly enrollment reports to the district and State Education Department; and grant expenditure reports.

	State University Renewal 
Benchmark 3D 

Financial Condition
	The school has maintained adequate financial resources to ensure stable operations and has monitored and successfully managed cash flow.  Critical financial needs of the school are not dependent on variable income (grants, donations and fundraising).
Elements that are generally present include: 

· the school maintains sufficient cash on hand to pay current bills and those that are due shortly;

· the school prepares and monitors cash flow projections;

· the school provides education services at a level that meets the needs of all students demonstrated by student results that meet or exceed state performance standards; and 

· the school accumulates unrestricted net assets that are equal to or exceed two percent of the school's operating budget for the upcoming year.


	
	Renewal Question 4

If the School’s Charter is Renewed, What are its Plans 
for the Term of the Next Charter Period, and are they 
Reasonable, Feasible and Achievable?

	Evidence Category
	State University Renewal Benchmarks

	State University Renewal 
Benchmark 4A 

Renewal Charter Exhibits

	Key structural elements of the school, as defined in the Renewal Charter Application Exhibits, are reasonable, feasible and achievable.
Elements that are generally present in the Renewal Application, and for which the Institute will look during its review include:

· a mission statement that reflects the school’s overall plans for the next charter period and evidence that the school will be able to fulfill the mission;

· an enrollment chart that indicates the grades the school proposes to serve in each year of the renewal charter, the number of students in each grade, the age range of students in each grade, and the total number of students to be enrolled each year; 

· a school calendar and daily schedules that clearly provide sufficient instructional time to meet all legal requirements, reflect consistency with, and will allow the school to meet, its proposed Accountability Plan goals and the school’s proposed budget; 
· key design elements that set forth the essential elements of the school’s academic program in a comprehensive yet succinct form;

· if the school is seeking to add grades, a curriculum framework template that demonstrates the curriculum for the added grades is in alignment with the learning standards for New York as measured by the New York State performance standards;

· a staffing plan that includes a detailed organizational chart outlining key educational staff positions for each year of the proposed charter;

· evidence that the school has submitted a proposed Accountability Plan that is consistent with the Institute’s current guidelines for such plans;

· a set of legally sufficient by-laws; 

· a list of school board members that indicates the structure of the school board during the charter term and that is consistent with the school’s by-laws;

· a code of ethics detailing the conduct expected of the school’s stakeholders and setting forth standards and procedures for avoiding and/or handling conflicts of interest;

· if the school is planning to contract with an educational service provider or a charter management organization, a negotiated (but not executed) management contract; and

· a five-year budget projection that supports the school’s educational program and fiscal plan.

	State University Renewal 
Benchmark 4B

Plans for the Educational Program 
	The school has clearly laid out its plans for implementing an educational program that will allow it to meet its Accountability Plan goals.

Elements that are generally present in the Renewal Application, and for which the Institute will look during its review include: 

· for those grades served during the last charter period, the school has plans for sustaining and (where possible) improving upon the student outcomes it  has compiled during the last charter period including any adjustments or additions to the school’s educational program; 
· for a school that is seeking to add grades, a complete description of how the school will meet its Accountability Plan goals and the State University Renewal Benchmarks at the new grade levels; and

· where the school is providing secondary instruction, the requirements for graduation are clearly outlined and are and consistent with the graduation standards set by the Board of Regents.

	State University Renewal
Benchmark 4C

Plans for Board Oversight and Governance 


	The school has provided a reasonable, feasible and achievable plan for board oversight and governance for the term of the next charter. 

Elements that are generally present, and for which the Institute will look during its review include:
· evidence that school board members will possess a range of experience, skills, and abilities sufficient to oversee the academic, organizational and fiscal performance of the school;

· plans by the school board to orient new members to their roles and responsibilities, and, if appropriate, to participate in ongoing board training; 

· if the school is to be no longer associated with the partnering organization with which it filed its original application, rationale for the disassociation and an outline indicating how those functions previously associated with that partnering organization will be handled; and
· if the school is either moving from self-management to a management structure or vice-versa, or is changing its charter management organization/educational service provider, sufficient information to allow the Institute to conclude that the school will be managed in an effective, sound and viable manner, including how the school board will appropriately oversee the academic and fiscal performance of the school or the management organization.


	State University Renewal 
Benchmark 4D

Fiscal & Facility Plans


	The school has provided a reasonable, feasible and achievable fiscal plan for the term of its next charter, including plans for an adequate facility. 

Elements that are generally present, and for which the Institute will look during its review, include a fiscal plan that:

· includes a discussion of how future enrollment and facility plans are supported and/or impacted by the school’s fiscal plan for the term of its next charter;

· reflects sound use of financial resources that support academic program needs;

· describes all major assumptions used in its development;

· discloses anticipated staffing levels; 

· is accurate, complete and based on reasonable assumptions; 

· includes information on enrollment demand to support the reasonableness of projected enrollment; and

· clearly describes how the school’s facility plans will meet the needs of the educational program.
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