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INTRODUCTION  
This report is the primary means by which the SUNY Charter Schools Institute (the “Institute”) 
transmits to the State University of New York Board of Trustees (the “SUNY Trustees”) its findings 
and recommendations regarding an education corporation’s Application for Charter Renewal, and 
more broadly, details the merits of an education corporation’s case for renewal.  The Institute has 
created and issued this report pursuant to the Policies for the Renewal of Not-For-Profit Charter 
School Education Corporations and Charter Schools Authorized by the Board of Trustees of the 
State University of New York (the “SUNY Renewal Policies”) (revised September 4, 2013 and 
available at: www.newyorkcharters.org/wp-content/uploads/SUNY-Renewal-Policies.pdf). 

REPORT FORMAT 
The Institute makes all renewal recommendations based on a school’s Application for Charter 
Renewal, evaluation visits conducted and information gathered during the charter term and a 
renewal evaluation visit conducted near the end of the current charter term.  Additionally, the 
Institute has reviewed the strength and fiscal health of the not-for-profit education corporation 
with the authority to operate the school.  Most importantly, the Institute analyzes the school’s 
record of academic performance and the extent to which it has met its academic Accountability 
Plan goals.  This renewal recommendation report compiles the evidence below using the State 
University of New York Charter Renewal Benchmarks (the “SUNY Renewal Benchmarks”),1 which 
specify in detail what a successful school should be able to demonstrate at the time of the renewal 
review.  The Institute uses the four interconnected renewal questions below for framing 
benchmark statements to determine if a school has made an adequate case for renewal. 
 

1. Is the school an academic success? 

2. Is the school an effective, viable organization? 

3. Is the school fiscally sound?  

4. If the SUNY Trustees renew the education corporation’s authority to operate the school, are 
its plans for the school reasonable, feasible and achievable? 

 
This report contains Appendices that provide additional statistical and organizationally related 
information including a largely statistical school overview, copies of any school district comments 
on the Application for Charter Renewal, the SUNY Fiscal Dashboard information for the school, and, 
if applicable, its education corporation, additional information about the education corporation 
and its schools, and additional evidence on student achievement of those schools.  
 

                                                        
1 Version 5.0, May 2012, available at: www.newyorkcharters.org/wp-content/uploads/SUNY-Renewal-Benchmarks.pdf. 

http://www.newyorkcharters.org/wp-content/uploads/SUNY-Renewal-Policies.pdf
http://www.newyorkchrters.org/wp-content/uploads/SUNY-Renewal-Benchmarks.pdf
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Additional information about the SUNY renewal process and an overview of the requirements for 
renewal under the New York Charter Schools Act of 1998 (as amended, the “Act”) are available on 
the Institute’s website at: www.newyorkcharters.org/operate/existing-schools/renewal/. 

http://www.newyorkcharters.org/operate/existing-schools/renewal/
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RECOMMENDATION:  SHORT-TERM RENEWAL 
 The Institute recommends that the SUNY Trustees approve the 
 Application for Charter Renewal of Explore Excel Charter School and 
 renew Explore Charter Schools of Brooklyn’s authority to operate 
 the school for a period of three years with authority to provide 
 instruction to students in Kindergarten through 8th grade in such 
 configuration as set forth in its Application for Charter Renewal, 
 with a projected total enrollment of 552 students.  
 
 The Institute further recommends that the SUNY Trustees renew 
 the corporate charter of Explore Charter Schools of Brooklyn, the 
 New York not-for-profit-charter school education corporation that 
 operates six charter schools including Explore Excel Charter School, 
 for five years. 

 

To earn an Initial Short-Term Renewal, a school must either:  
 

(a) have compiled a mixed or limited record of educational achievement in meeting its 
academic Accountability Plan goals, but have in place and in operation at the time of 
the renewal inspection visit (i) an academic program of sufficient strength and 
effectiveness, as assessed using the Qualitative Education Benchmarks,2

 which will 
likely result in the school’s being able to meet or come close to meeting those goals 
with the additional time that renewal would permit, and (ii) a governing board and 
organizational structures both in the charter school and its education corporation that 
have demonstrated the capacity to meet the school’s academic Accountability Plan 
goals and to operate the school in an educationally and fiscally sound fashion; or  

 
(b) have compiled an overall record of meeting its academic Accountability Plan goals but, 

at the time of the renewal inspection visit, has in place an educational program that, 
as assessed using the Qualitative Education Benchmarks, is inadequate in multiple and 
material respects.3 

 

REQUIRED FINDINGS  

In addition to making a recommendation based on a determination of whether the school has met 
the SUNY Trustees’ specific renewal criteria, the Institute makes the following findings required by 
the Act: 

                                                        
2 The Qualitative Education Benchmarks are a subset of the SUNY Renewal Benchmarks. 
3 SUNY Renewal Policies (pp. 12-13). 
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 the school, as described in the Application for Charter Renewal meets the requirements of 
the Act and all other applicable laws, rules and regulations;  

 the education corporation can demonstrate the ability to operate the school in an 
educationally and fiscally sound manner in the next charter term; and, 
given the programs it will offer, its structure and its purpose, approving the school to 
operate for another three years is likely to improve student learning and achievement and 
materially further the purposes of the Act.4   

 
As part of the corporate charter renewal review process and as required by Education Law 
§ 2851(4), the Institute reviewed the progress of each of the education corporation’s operating 
schools in achieving the educational objectives set forth in their terms of operation in the 
education corporation’s charter agreement.  The Institute also reviewed detailed financial 
statements that disclosed the costs of administration, instruction and other spending categories at 
each school operated by the education corporation.  The Institute reviewed the annual reports, 
indications of parent and student satisfaction and organizational capacity for each of the schools.  
Finally, the Institute reviewed the governance structure and finances of the education corporation.  
Elements of the foregoing constitute the Corporate Renewal Application.  Based on these reviews 
and other information submitted to the Institute and in its files, the Institute makes the following 
findings required by the Act: 
 
 the charter school education corporation, as described in the Corporate Renewal 

Application, meets the requirements of the Act and all other applicable laws, rules and 
regulations; 

 the education corporation can demonstrate the ability to operate its schools in an 
educationally and fiscally sound manner in the next charter term; and, 

 approving the education corporation to operate for another five years is likely to improve 
student learning and achievement and materially further the purposes of the Act. 

 
Explore Charter Schools of Brooklyn (the “education corporation”) has the authority to operate a total 
of six schools, including two schools that have not yet opened, Explore Enrich Charter School (“Explore 
Enrich) and Explore Envision Charter School (“Explore Envision)   The schools are scheduled to open in 
fall 2018 and 2019, respectively, subject to approval of additional planning years by the Charter Schools 
Committee. Per the SUNY Replication Policies,5 the Institute recommends that the corporate 
provisional charter (certificate of incorporation) of Explore Charter Schools of Brooklyn be renewed for 
five years rather than three because it will extend the education corporation’s authority for as long as 
needed to operate the two unopened schools, and avoid the need for a corporate charter extension 
three years hence.   
 
As required by Education Law § 2851(4)(e), a school must include in its renewal application information 
regarding the efforts it has, and will, put in place to meet or exceed SUNY’s enrollment and retention 
targets for students with disabilities, English language learners (“ELLs”), and students who are eligible 
                                                        
4 See New York Education Law § 2852(2). 
5 Available at: www.newyorkcharters.org/wp-content/uploads/SUNY-Replication-Policy.pdf.  

http://www.newyorkcharters.org/wp-content/uploads/SUNY-Replication-Policy.pdf
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applicants for the federal Free and Reduced Price Lunch (“FRPL”) program.  SUNY6 and the New York 
State Board of Regents (the “Board of Regents”) finalized the methodology for setting targets in 
October 2012, and the Institute communicated specific targets for each school, where applicable, in 
July 2013.  Since that time, new schools receive targets during their first year of operation. 
 
Explore Excel Charter School’s (“Explore Excel’s”) overall recruitment strategy focuses on families in 
the immediate neighborhood of the school (school’s zip code and surrounding areas) in order to 
best serve the school’s geographic community.  Given the demographic of the school’s 
neighborhood, Explore Excel naturally recruits a large portion of students who qualify for FRPL 
(over 75% of the school’s current student population qualifies for FRPL).  In an effort to attract and 
enroll more ELLs, Explore Excel created a set-aside lottery preference for ELLs.  The set-aside 
preference seeks to fill at least nine of the available 60 kindergarten seats (15%) with ELLs, in order 
to match or exceed the school district’s ELL population (currently about 9%). 
 
Although Explore Excel is not currently accountable for its targets because it was chartered prior to 
the 2010 Request for Proposals process in the Act, the school used the following strategies to 
enroll and retain students and will continue to use them to meet its targets in the future: 
 

 Family Information Sessions.  These information sessions, offered at different days and 
times during the week to increase participation by potential families, included specific 
information about services for students with disabilities.  Fliers and informational materials 
were available in English and Spanish, and applications were available in English, Spanish 
and Haitian Creole. 

 Direct Mailing Campaign.  In partnership with Vanguard Direct, Explore Excel engaged in a 
direct mailing campaign to encourage Kindergarten enrollment by informing families in the 
immediate community about Explore Excel as a choice for their student and providing 
them with information about the school and an application. 

 Community Organizations, Daycare and Pre-Kindergarten Program Outreach.  During the 
Kindergarten recruitment season, Explore Excel staff members researched and contacted 
community organizations, daycare and pre-Kindergarten programs in the neighborhood to 
inform program staff about the school enrollment process, in some cases visiting such 
programs and presenting information to families.  In particular, one head-start program 
with a very high population of non-English speaking families allowed Explore Excel staff 
members to host an information session in English and Spanish for families, which yielded 
many ELL applications. 

 Parent Referral Campaign.  Explore Excel leveraged its current families to spread the word 
to other families about the school enrollment process. In particular, the school’s leadership 
reached out to families of ELL students and asked for help engaging other ELL families in 
the enrollment process. 

 Website, Social Media, and Language Accessibility.  Explore Excel leveraged its website 
and Facebook page to spread the word about its recruitment efforts.  The website offered 

                                                        
6 SUNY Trustees’ Charter Schools Committee resolution dated October 2, 2012. 
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information about family information sessions, the enrollment process, services provided 
to students with disabilities, and its set-aside lottery preference for English Language 
Learners. Applications were available online in English, Spanish and Haitian Creole, and 
informational fliers and mailings were available in English and Spanish.  

 Retaining Students with Disabilities.  Explore Excel provides robust support services for 
students who have a disability or require additional academic support.  The school 
employs three learning specialists, three special education teachers assigned to integrated 
co-teaching (“ICT”) classrooms, a social worker and a school counselor.  These staff 
members provide services and support for students who need it, as well as maintain 
communication with families to apprise them of student progress and how families can 
work with students at home. 
 

Please refer to Appendix A for more details about the school’s future targets including a 
comparison of how it would have performed if it were currently accountable for its targets. 

CONSIDERATION OF SCHOOL DISTRICT COMMENTS 
In accordance with the Act, the Institute notified the district in which the charter school is located 
regarding the school’s Application for Charter Renewal.  The full text of any written comments 
received appears in Appendix C, which also includes a summary of any public comments.  As of the 
date of this report, the Institute has received no district comments in response. 
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Explore Excel Charter School 

BACKGROUND 
Explore Excel’s original charter was approved by the SUNY Trustees on May 11, 2010.  The school 
opened its doors in the fall of 2011 initially serving 224 students in Kindergarten through 3rd grade.  
This is the school’s first renewal.  In the current school year, the Explore Excel serves 484 students 
in Kindergarten through 7th grade.  
 
The mission of Explore Excel is: 
 

To provide students with the academic skills and critical-thinking abilities they need to 
succeed in a college-preparatory high school. 

 
The school operates in two co-located facilities with New York City Department of Education 
(“NYCDOE”) schools.  Explore Excel’s lower academy serves Kindergarten through 4th grade 
students and is located at 1077 Remsen Avenue, Brooklyn New York.  The lower academy is co-
located with P.S. 114 Ryder Elementary.  The upper academy serves 5th through 7th grade at 956 
East 82nd Street, Brooklyn New York, which is co-located with I.S. 068 Isaac Bildersee.  Both 
locations are in Community School District (“CSD”) 18.  
 
Explore Excel originally intended to be a “turnaround” school to replace a failing district school.  
Because no school was being closed at the time the school was chartered, the SUNY Trustees 
granted a charter based on a stand-alone design.  The school worked closely with the NYCDOE and 
the New York State Department of Education (“NYSED”), and when the NYCDOE announced in 
December 2010 it would close P.S. 114, which had received a “D” on its NYCDOE report card, 
Explore Excel and a new NYCDOE school were slated to replace it.  Thereafter, the NYCDOE 
determined not close P.S. 114 and not to open a replacement NYCDOE school.  However, Explore 
Excel was still scheduled to co-locate with P.S. 114 and wanted to offer the option of charter 
school seats to as many members of that community as possible.  For that reason, SUNY approved 
an enrollment and grade range expansion from K-1 to K-3 (see Appendix A) on March 22, 2011 
knowing the school might face a more difficult start than a stand-alone school. 
 
Explore Excel is one of six schools within a merged education corporation.  The merger of two 
schools originally authorized by the New York City Schools Chancellor (“NYC Chancellor”) and 
schools authorized by the SUNY Trustees, which was approved by SUNY on June 4, 2015 and 
effective July 1, 2015, resulted in the formation of one education corporation with authority to 
operate six schools.  Explore Charter School and Explore Empower Charter School, both originally 
authorized by the NYC Chancellor, merged into the SUNY authorized Explore Excel as did Explore 
Exceed Charter School, Explore Enrich and Explore Envision.  At that time, Explore Excel Charter 
School was renamed Explore Charter Schools of Brooklyn.  The Act allows authorizers to grant 
charter school education corporations the authority to operate more than one school under 
Education Law § 2853(1)(b-1).   
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All schools within the education corporation, including Explore Excel, operate under the 
management of Explore Schools, Inc. (“Explore Schools” or the “network”), a New York not-for-
profit charter management organization based in New York City.  The network by contract provides 
the schools with academic, operational and back-office assistance.  Schools utilize the network’s 
curriculum and assessment materials, all purchased or designed by network curriculum 
teams.  The network is also responsible for managing and evaluating the performance of each 
school and school leader. 
 
Appendices E and F contain analyses of network schools including information about co-location, 
charter terms, enrollment and grades served, as well as academic and financial performance.   

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
At its initial SUNY renewal, Explore Excel’s posts a mixed academic record.  While the school’s 
English language arts (“ELA”) results underperformed the local district throughout the charter 
term, its performance in mathematics is stronger over the charter term with the school 
outperforming CSD 18 in each year of the charter term.  In addition, Explore Excel met its 
comparative effect size measure in mathematics during the majority of the term.  
 
The school’s board and leadership, dissatisfied with the performance in ELA, implemented a new 
curriculum during the 2015-16 school year that the Institute finds better supports students’ 
acquisition of necessary ELA skills.  One important reason is that the new curriculum requires 
more rigorous student writing than in the past. A large body of research reveals students provided 
the opportunity to produce high volumes of written work product, in a structured and supported 
learning setting, improve overall ELA comprehension.7  In 2015-16, the leadership team expanded 
to include an assistant principal in order to further support the current principal in her 5th year as 
school leader.  The school’s governing board is keenly aware of Explore Excel’s successes and the 
areas where it needs to improve.  The board has set clear expectations for the network with regard 
to Explore Excel’s academic improvements and has a plan in place to monitor its progress.   
 
Based on the Institute’s review of the school’s performance as posted over the charter term, a 
review of the Application for Charter Renewal submitted by the school, a review of academic, 
organizational, governance and financial documentation as well as visits to the school indication 
strong school leadership, the Institute finds that the program as implemented is sufficiently strong 
and effective such that, given additional time, the school will meet or come close to meeting its 
Accountability Plan goals.  For these reasons, the Institute recommends that the SUNY Trustees 
grant Explore Excel an Initial Short-Term Renewal. 
 
 
 
 

                                                        
7 See for example this report from the Carnegie Corporation: www.carnegie.org/publications/writing-to-read-evidence-for-
how-writing-can-improve-reading/. 
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IS THE SCHOOL AN ACADEMIC SUCCESS? 
Explore Excel is becoming an academic success.  The school has not met its ELA goal but posts 
strong performance in mathematics.  The school implemented strategies during the 2015-16 
school year to address Explore Excel’s low ELA performance and is closely monitoring progress 
towards meeting its Accountability Plan goals. 
 
At the beginning of the Accountability Period,8 the school developed and adopted an 
Accountability Plan that set academic goals in the key subjects of ELA and mathematics.  For each 
goal in the Accountability Plan, specific outcome measures define the level of performance 
necessary to meet that goal.  The Institute examines results for five required Accountability Plan 
measures to determine ELA and mathematics goal attainment.  Because the Act requires charters 
be held “accountable for meeting measurable student achievement results”9 and states the 
educational programs at a charter school must “meet or exceed the student performance 
standards adopted by the board of regents”10 for other public schools, SUNY’s required 
accountability measures rest on performance as measured by state wide assessments.  Historically, 
SUNY’s required measures include measures that present schools’: 
 

 absolute performance, i.e., what percentage of students score at a certain proficiency on 
state exams?; 

 comparative performance, i.e., how did the school do as compared to schools in the 
district and schools that serve similar populations of economically disadvantaged 
students?; and, 

 growth performance, i.e., how much did the school grow student performance as 
compared to the growth of similarly situated students? 

 
Every SUNY authorized charter school has the opportunity to propose additional measures of 
success when crafting its Accountability Plan.  Explore Excel did not propose or include any 
additional measures of success in the Accountability Plan it adopted.   
 
The Institute analyzes every measure included in the school’s Accountability Plan to determine its 
level of academic success, including the extent to which the school has established and maintained 
a record of high performance and the extent to which the school has established progress toward 
meeting its academic Accountability Plan goals, throughout the initial charter term.  Since 2009, 
the Institute has examined but consistently de-emphasized the two absolute measures under each 
goal in elementary and middle schools’ Accountability Plans because of changes to the state’s 
assessment system.  The analysis of elementary and middle school performance continues to focus 
primarily on the two comparative measures and the growth measure while also considering the 
two required absolute measures and any additional evidence the school presents using additional 
measures identified in its Accountability Plan.  The Institute identifies the required measures 
                                                        
8 Because the SUNY Trustees make a renewal decision before student achievement results for the final year of a charter term 
become available, the Accountability Period ends with the school year prior to the final year of the charter term.  For a school 
in an initial charter term, the Accountability Period covers the first four years the school provides instruction for students.   
9 Education Law § 2850(2)(f). 
10 Education Law § 2854(1)(d). 
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(absolute proficiency, absolute Annual Measurable Objective attainment,11 comparison to local 
district, comparison to demographically similar schools, and student growth) in the Performance 
Summaries appearing in Appendix B.    
 
The Accountability Plan also includes science and No Child Left Behind Act (“NCLB”) goals.  Please 
note that for schools located in New York City, the Institute uses the CSD as the local school district. 
 
SUNY Renewal Benchmark 1A:   
Has the school met or come close to meeting its Academic Accountability Plan Goals?   
Explore Excel has posted a mixed record of meeting its Accountability Plan Goals: the school did 
not meet its ELA goal but met or came close to meeting its mathematics goal throughout the 
charter term.  The school met its science goal early in the charter term but did not meet the goal 
during the two most recent years.  Explore Excel is in good standing under the state’s NCLB 
accountability system. 
 
The Institute analyzes all measures under the school’s ELA and mathematics goals while 
emphasizing the school’s comparative performance and growth to determine goal attainment.  
The Institute calculates a comparative effect size to measure the performance of Explore Excel 
relative to all public schools statewide that serve the same grade levels and that enroll students 
who are similarly economically disadvantaged.  It is important to note that this measure is a 
comparison measure and therefore any changes in New York’s assessment system do not 
compromise its validity or reliability.  Further, the school’s performance on the measure is not 
relative to the test, but relative to the strength of Explore Excel’s demonstrated student learning 
compared to other schools’ demonstrated student learning. 
 
The Institute uses the state’s growth percentile analysis as a measure of Explore Excel’s 
comparative year-to-year growth in student performance on the state’s ELA and mathematics 
exams.  The measure compares a school’s growth in assessment scores to the growth in 
assessment scores of the subset of students throughout the state who performed identically on 
previous years’ assessments.  According to this measure, median growth statewide is at the 50th 
percentile.  To signal the school’s ability to help students make one year’s worth of growth in one 
year’s time the expected percentile performance is 50.  To signal a school is increasing students’ 
performance above the peers of its students (in terms of students state-wide who scored 
previously at the same level), the school must post a percentile performance that exceeds 50.  A 
percentile performance below 50 indicates that students are losing ground relative to their peers 
who scored similarly during prior years.  
 
Explore Excel did not meet its ELA goal in its initial charter term.  During each year that data are 
available, students enrolled for at least two years at the school underperformed the district in 
absolute proficiency.  In 2014-15, the school’s students enrolled in at least their second year had a 
proficiency rate 6 percentage points below students in CSD 18.  The school also failed to meet the 
target for its comparative effect size measure over the course of the charter term.  After 

                                                        
11 The state did not calculate an AMO for 2012-13.  As such, the Institute will only report on the 2013-14 and 2014-15 results. 
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performing higher than expected to a small degree compared to similar schools in 2011-12, the 
school performed lower than expected for the remainder of its Accountability Period.  In 2012-13, 
Explore Excel posted its first growth score and exceeded the target of the state median.  The 
school continued to meet its growth measure during the following year but dipped below the 
target in 2014-15. The school’s board and leadership identified this challenge and, as further 
described below, has put in place resources, staffing and new curriculum likely to improve ELA 
performance in a future charter term. 
 
Explore Excel’s mathematics results were generally strong throughout the charter term.  In 2012-
13, the school met its goal, outperforming the local district by over 20 percentage points.  
Compared to demographically similar schools across the state, Explore Excel performed higher 
than expected to a large degree.  The same year, the school posted its first set of growth scores 
and exceeded the target by 5 percentile points.  During the following year, the school’s mean 
growth percentile dropped below the target.  Despite missing its growth measure, the school met 
its goal as it continued to exceed the local district’s proficiency rate and performed higher than 
expected to a meaningful degree relative to schools with similar demographics.  In 2014-15, the 
school continued to outperform the district but did not meet its mathematics goal because it 
failed to exceed targets for either its comparative effect size measure or growth measure. 
 
Explore Excel met its science goal in 2012-13 when 92 percent of its 4th graders who took the exam 
scored at or above proficient.  The school also exceeded the proficiency rate of the local district.  
During the remainder of the charter term, the school failed to meet its science goal. 
 
Although not a part of the school’s Accountability Plan, academic outcome data about the school’s 
students receiving special education services and ELLs are presented below for informational 
purposes.   
 

 2012-13 2013-14 2014-15 

Enrollment (N) Receiving Mandated Academic 
Services (50) (58) (80) 

Results 

Tested on State Exams (N) (26) (48) (59) 

School Percent Proficient on ELA 
Exam 3.8 2.1 0 

Percent Proficient Statewide  5.0 5.2 5.8 
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 2012-13 2013-14 2014-15 

ELL Enrollment (N) (11) (14) (13) 

Results 

Tested on NYSESLAT12 Exam (N) (11) (13) (13) 

School Percent ‘Commanding’ or 
Making Progress13 on NYSESLAT  18.2 23.1 38.5 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
12 New York State English as a Second Language Achievement Test, a standardized state exam. 
13 Defined as moving up at least one level of proficiency.  As of 2014-15, student scores can fall into five 
categories/proficiency levels: Entering (formerly Beginning); Emerging (formerly Low Intermediate); Transitioning (formerly 
Intermediate); Expanding (formerly Advanced); and, Commanding (formerly Proficient). 
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The SUNY Renewal Benchmarks, grounded in the body of research from the Center for Urban 
Studies at Harvard University,14 describe the elements in place at schools that are highly effective 
at providing students from low-income backgrounds the instruction, content, knowledge and skills 
necessary to produce strong academic performance.  The SUNY Renewal Benchmarks describe the 
elements an effective school must have in place at the time of renewal.15   

SUNY Renewal Benchmark 1B:   
Does the school have an assessment system that improves instructional effectiveness and student 
learning?   
Explore Excel has an assessment system that provides teachers and leaders with a sufficient 
amount of student outcome data to improve instructional effectiveness and student learning.  This 
year, the school is able to effectively use these data to generate action plans to improve students’ 
academic achievement.  Despite having robust systems in place for teachers to improve instruction 
based on these outcomes, Explore Excel has yet to develop an adequate process to ensure 
assessment scores are completely reliable. 
 
 Explore Excel regularly administers a variety of assessments that align to the school’s 

curriculum and state standards.  In literacy, the school administers the Fountas and Pinell 
Benchmark Assessments (“F&P”), on-demand writing assessments, Core Knowledge 
Language Arts Assessments and Power Reading unit assessments the network develops.  In 
mathematics, the network creates common unit assessments and interim assessments the 
school administers at the conclusion of each term.  Teachers supplement these common 
assessments with exit tickets, student conferences, and other informal assessments.  The 
breadth of these assessments generates sufficient data for teachers to monitor student 
progress and adjust instruction to meet student needs as necessary. 

 Explore Excel does not have an adequate process to ensure the reliability of its assessment 
scores.  For most written response questions, teachers use a rubric from the corresponding 
commercial curricula or one the network provides.  The school holds norming sessions 
where teachers collectively analyze sample student work to determine the characteristics 
of a high quality student response.  However, without a formal protocol to ensure that 
scoring is consistent, leaders cannot verify that teachers avoid skewing grades when 
applying the rubrics to their own students’ work. 

 The school has a system to analyze assessment results, present those results to teachers, 
and identify necessary instructional changes.  Following each term, teachers attend “data 
days” as a network where they analyze F&P data to determine student placement in the 
school’s Leveled Literacy Intervention (“LLI”) and guided reading groups.  Mathematics 
teachers use network protocols during “data days” to analyze interim assessment data and 
create formal action plans.  Teachers collectively develop a calendar of modifications to 
curriculum that includes adjustments of varying intensity based on standards or questions 

                                                        
14 An extensive body of research identifying and confirming the correlates of effective schools exists dating back four decades.  
Selected sources include: www.mes.org/correlates.html; 
scholar.harvard.edu/files/fryer/files/dobbie_fryer_revision_final.pdf; and, gao.gov/assets/80/77488.pdf. 
15 Additional details regarding the SUNY Renewal Benchmarks, including greater specificity as to what the Institute looks for 
at each school that may demonstrate attainment of the SUNY Renewal Benchmarks, is available at: 
www.newyorkcharters.org/suny-renewal-benchmarks/. 

http://www.mes.org/correlates.html
http://scholar.harvard.edu/files/fryer/files/dobbie_fryer_revision_final.pdf
http://gao.gov/assets/80/77488.pdf
http://www.newyorkcharters.org/suny-renewal-benchmarks/
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with which students struggled.  On a day-to-day basis, teachers access student data 
through the school’s electronic data management system and their own personal records 
of formative assessments.  Teachers use these data to tailor instruction to meet the 
specific learning needs of students in small groups and, where at least 60 percent of 
students struggle to master a concept, to identify topics for whole group re-teaching. 

 The lower academy devotes weekly blocks to incorporating review of mathematics and 
literacy content.  During these blocks, teachers differentiate instruction to address small 
groups of students and re-teach missed concepts using information they receive through 
daily quick-check assessments at the end of a lesson and other available performance data.  
The upper academy does not have a formal block for incorporating review into instruction.  

 Explore Excel provides parents with information on student progress and growth.  During 
parent teacher conferences, the school distributes documents informing parents about 
their child’s academic performance.  The school sends report cards to parents at the end of 
each of its five academic terms and sends progress reports during the term.  Parents also 
receive a weekly behavior report. 
 

SUNY Renewal Benchmark 1C: 
Does the school’s curriculum support teachers in their instructional planning? 
The school has a curriculum and supporting documents that support teachers in their instructional 
planning.  Within the first eight weeks of instruction this year, teachers reported that changes to 
the school’s ELA curriculum have vastly improved instruction and student engagement in learning.  
With support from the network, teachers receive sustained and comprehensive professional 
development on the delivery of the strengthened curriculum. 
 
 In response to student performance that was lower than expected and high rates of 

teacher attrition, the school transitioned to using a combination of commercial and 
network-developed curricula that aligns to the New York State performance standards this 
school year.  The literacy curricular framework includes Core Knowledge, Expeditionary 
Learning, Power Reading, and the Teacher’s College writing program as anchor curricula.  
In mathematics, Explore Excel mainly uses TERC Investigations in conjunction with 
curriculum developed by teachers across the network from previous years.   

 Network content area specialists, in collaboration with experienced teachers from Explore 
Excel, supplement and modify the anchor curricula to meet the needs of the teaching staff.  
The network provides pacing guides, scope and sequence documents, unit plans, lesson 
outlines, and other scaffolding documents for teachers to use when planning instruction.  
Teachers have access to shared drives that contain supporting materials for all commercial 
and supplemental curricula.  Based on these documents, teachers know what to teach and 
when to teach it.  

 During the summer, the network provides pre-service professional development to 
teachers focusing primarily on the school’s implementation of new curriculum pieces.  
During the school year, the network provides training to teachers focusing on internalizing 
specific skills and strategies teachers will need to deliver strong and effective lessons.  
Instructional leaders at the school understand and anticipate the potential challenges to 
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successful lesson implementation.  As such, the school structures its professional 
development to provide teachers time to further practice and adjust to the new curriculum. 

 Explore Excel’s instructional leaders use coaching sessions and time during weekly 
Professional Learning Community (“PLC”) meetings to support teachers in making 
curricular modifications and in building content area knowledge.  While teachers do not 
receive formal feedback on their lesson plans, they have opportunities to identify areas of 
strength or concern in their planning.  For example, during some PLCs, teachers and 
academic leaders will analyze single lesson plans or specific lesson components to surface 
misunderstandings.    

SUNY Renewal Benchmark 1D: 
Is high quality instruction evident throughout the school? 
Adequate instruction is evident throughout Explore Excel, with some pockets of high quality 
instruction present. Teachers develop high quality lesson plans that present content in grade 
appropriate terms.  However, only a few teachers provide questions and activities that promote 
higher-order thinking and problem solving skills.  As shown in the chart below, during the renewal 
visit, Institute team members conducted 38 classroom observations following a defined protocol 
used in all renewal visits.   

CLASSROOM OBSERVATION: NUMBER OF OBSERVATIONS 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Teachers deliver purposeful lessons with clear objectives that align to the school’s 

curriculum (35 of 38 classrooms observed).  Most teachers communicate learning 
objectives to students, writing and displaying them in front of the class or telling students 
the purpose of the day's lesson.  Teachers regularly implement lesson activities that align 
to the stated learning objectives.  Teachers build on students’ previous knowledge and 
skills in their lessons, often explicitly asking students to recall prior content knowledge and 
learning activities.   

 Two-thirds of teachers both regularly and effectively use techniques to check for student 
understanding (25 of 38 classrooms observed), although the effectiveness of checks differs 
between the lower and upper academies.  Teachers at the lower academy employ a variety 
of checks at both the individual and whole class levels, including classroom-wide non-
verbal signals, cold-calls, and exit tickets – quick summative assessments to gauge students’ 

  
 

GRADE 
    K 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Total 
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 ELA  1   2 2 2 1 8 

Math  3 2 4 3 2 2 1 17 
Writing   1 2 1 2 2 2 10 
Science        1 1 
Soc Stu        1 1 
Specials        1 1 
Total 0 4 3 6 6 6 6 7 38 
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understanding of the lesson material.  Lower academy teachers regularly adjust their 
instruction based on student understanding through providing additional scaffolding, 
reviewing common misunderstandings, and using structured “double check” opportunities 
for students to review and correct their own work.  While teachers at the upper academy 
often perform some type of check for understanding during lessons, the effectiveness of 
these techniques is not evident.  Most checks at the upper academy are factual or cursory 
in nature; few checks for understanding require interpretation or conceptual 
understanding.  Upper academy teachers routinely call on the same small number of 
students and rarely adjust instruction to support student mastery of the material.  

 Very few teachers challenge students with opportunities to develop depth of 
understanding, higher-order thinking, and problem solving skills (8 of 38 classrooms 
observed).  While many lessons as planned include opportunities for students to apply 
higher-order thinking skills, analysis, and application of course content to open ended 
problems, most teachers hold students accountable for work requiring lower level factual 
recall and tasks that only require students to summarize information.  Notwithstanding few 
exceptions, students do not systematically investigate open ended questions through 
inquiry based activities, with teachers delivering lessons focused instead on procedures 
and rote skill practice.  

 Despite differences in classroom culture at the lower and upper academies, most teachers 
establish and maintain classroom environments with a consistent focus on academic 
achievement (29 of 38 classrooms observed).  Across both academies, teachers generally 
communicate a sense of urgency for learning and provide clear directions to students, 
often using efficient transitions to maintain students' focus on lesson activities.  Lower 
academy teachers communicate clear behavioral expectations through the use of school-
wide cultural practices, including sitting with attentive posture, publicly recognizing 
positive behaviors, and providing “brain breaks” to refocus student attention.  They also 
employ appropriate pacing during their lessons and regularly adapt their pacing as needed 
to maximize student engagement.  In contrast, upper academy teachers mostly maintain 
set pacing throughout a lesson without adjustment, resulting in a less efficient use of 
instructional time and lost opportunities for increasing student learning. 

 
SUNY Renewal Benchmark 1E: 
Does the school have strong instructional leadership? 
Explore Excel has strong instructional leadership, with leaders acting on clear priorities with regard 
to the school’s program.  Early in the school year, Explore Excel’s leadership followed network 
practice, focusing on classroom culture with regard to teacher development.  As the year 
progresses, leaders are transitioning their focus to include increasing the rigor of lessons and 
pedagogy in classrooms. 
 
 Explore Excel’s instructional leadership team consists of the school’s principal, assistant 

principal and upper school academic director.  The lower school dean of students and the 
upper school dean of students each support teachers in implementing the school’s 
discipline system.  The team establishes expectations for teacher performance, setting one 
or two development goals for each teacher, which serve as a reference point throughout 
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the year by which academic leaders monitor teacher growth.  Despite this collaborative 
goal setting, teacher goals generally focus on pedagogical or management techniques and 
often do not include targets for student performance outcomes.  The school does set 
grade level performance expectations goals as measured by the F&P reading assessment.   

 Academic coordinators at the lower academy provide coaching to teachers that focus on 
growth toward achieving individual development goals.  At the upper academy, the 
academic director focuses on coaching ELA teachers while the principal focuses on 
developing math teachers.  While the school provides coaching and support for teachers, 
coaching at the lower academy is more consistent than at the upper academy.  Specifically, 
some teachers at the upper academy report that instructional coaches only began 
coaching teachers during the second month of the school year.   

 Teachers meet three times per week in PLCs that focus on planning for specific content 
areas.  Teachers also use this time to practice effective strategies for delivering content and 
for receiving feedback from their peers and instructional leaders.  In addition, the school 
provides teachers common planning time after school to debrief about the effectiveness of 
their lessons as implemented and adjust instruction for the following day to address any 
weaknesses. 

 The network and the school provide professional development sessions, which align with 
the school’s priorities.  Specifically, the network provides some professional development 
that relates to network-wide initiatives such as the implementation of new curriculum 
materials.  Although professional development sessions are generally effective, teachers 
indicate that the network can improve the overall quality of these sessions by 
differentiating content based on the teacher experience level. 

 Explore Excel’s upper academy academic director performs teacher evaluations and 
provides direct feedback to teachers about their individual development goals during 
ongoing coaching sessions.  The school also informs teachers about the evidence of their 
growth toward meeting the goal in their annual formal evaluations.  However, the school 
does not link student performance expectations to teacher evaluations.   

 
SUNY Renewal Benchmark 1F: 
Does the school meet the educational needs of at-risk students?  
The school meets the educational needs of some of its at-risk students.  The school’s Child Study 
Team (“CST”) and learning specialists provide adequate services for students with disabilities.  At 
the time of the renewal visit, the school lacked a compliant ELL program and did not provide 
sufficient English language acquisition services to ELLs.  However, the network has sent the 
Institute a compliant plan for serving ELLs and reviewing the program.  (See Renewal Benchmark 2 
F analysis).  The Institute will monitor its implementation going forward. 
 

 Some of the school’s procedures for identifying at-risk students are well defined.  The 
school uses the New York State Identification Test for English Language Learners 
(“NYSITELL”) to identify ELLs.  Though returning teachers are aware of the steps to identify 
students for Tier 2 Response to Intervention (“RtI”) support and special education, 
teachers new to the school note they do not know, nor have been trained, on how to 
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identify students for RtI support and special education services.  At the time of the renewal 
visit, students had yet to be identified to receive Tier 2 support through the RtI process.   

 The school classifies RtI into three tiers.  Tier 1 refers to steps the general education 
teacher takes in classrooms to address student learning needs and potential deficiencies.  
If, after 4-6 weeks, students do not respond positively, as measured by classroom 
observations and F&P assessments, the teacher fills out a “snapshot” of the learning 
deficiencies.  The snapshot contains a comprehensive array of possible areas in need of 
improvement including speech and language, academic achievement, learning strategies, 
and emotional and behavioral needs.  The teacher sends the snapshot to the academic 
team, which consists of the principal, assistant principal, academic and literacy 
coordinators, the former support services coordinator, and the dean of culture.  The 
academic team then identifies the members that will meet with the teacher to determine 
the appropriate 4-6 week Tier 2 intervention.  If the student does not make sufficient 
progress, as identified in the plan, the school may implement a second 4-6 week Tier 2 
plan or the academic team may refer the student for Tier 3 special education evaluation.   

 Learning specialists provide pull-out and push-in supports to struggling students.  The 
upper academy specifically implements daily small group intervention (“SGI”) and intensive 
45-minute instruction that one teacher provides to approximately six to eight.  During 
Term 1 of the 2015-16 school year, no students had received Tier 2 academic support 
through the RtI program.   

 While the school provided some ELL supports, the school did not, at the time of the 
renewal visits, have all the components in place to fully support the English language 
acquisition needs of its 14 ELLs.  Following the discussion with Institute staff at the renewal 
visit regarding these areas, the school submitted steps to strengthen its program.  The 
Institute finds sufficient the steps Explore has and will continue to implement, and will 
monitor the school to ensure it continues to provide a compliant ELL program in a future 
charter term.   

 During 2014-15 and 2015-16, the school’s teachers and learning specialists adequately 
identified students for Tier 2 interventions to address deficiencies in ELA, mathematics, 
and for behavioral interventions.  General education teachers and learning specialists 
monitored the efficacy of SGIs in ELA through administering F&P assessments every 6-8 
weeks and also monitored student progress in the general classroom setting.  Tier 2 
interventions in mathematics are less prescriptive and are tailored to meet individual 
student needs.  Notwithstanding the activities supporting at-risk students’ learning and 
behavioral needs, Explore Excel has yet to sufficiently monitor the progress and success of 
mathematics support for at-risk students in the 2015-16 school year.  The school plans to 
monitor the efficacy of Tier 2 interventions over the course of the school year through 
qualitative and quantitative measures.     

 Learning specialists make teachers aware of their students’ IEP goals and provide them 
with students’ IEPs at the beginning of the year.  At the lower academy, learning specialists 
create a comprehensive analysis of each student’s individual needs and give them to the 
general education teachers.  Teachers at the upper academy receive a less comprehensive 
summary of students’ needs based on their IEPs.  Teachers report that the summaries 
provide the information they need to meet their students’ individual needs. 
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 While the school provided training to support teachers in serving at-risk students during 
the 2014-15 school year, it fails to provide ongoing training this school year.  The school 
does provide opportunities for coordination between classroom teachers and at-risk 
program staff.  For instance, learning specialists attend weekly PLC meetings to discuss 
instruction and student support.   
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IS THE SCHOOL AN EFFECTIVE, VIABLE ORGANIZATION? 
The Explore Charter Schools of Brooklyn board (the “board”) carries out its oversight 
responsibilities with unwavering focus on student achievement.  The school organization identifies 
deficiencies in its program and responds by developing supports designed to strengthen the 
educational program.  During the current charter term, the board has generally abided by its by-
laws and been in general and substantial compliance with the terms of its charter, code of ethics, 
applicable state and federal law, rules and regulations.   
 
Explore Charter Schools of Brooklyn is also an effective and viable organization.  None of its 
schools are on corrective action or probation, facing non-renewal or fiscally unsound.  Explore 
Charter Schools of Brooklyn’s schools have a generally positive track record when coming to 
renewal as demonstrated by the evidence set forth in Appendix E.   
 
SUNY Renewal Benchmark 2A: 
Is the school faithful to its mission and does it implement the key design elements included in its 
charter? 
Explore Excel is generally faithful to its mission and key design elements.  These are found in the 
School Background section at the beginning of the report and Appendix A, respectively. Since the 
time of the renewal visit, Explore provided a legally compliant plan to provide sufficient English 
language acquisition supports for ELLs.  As identified later in the report, the school has presented 
plans for a compliant ELL program.  The Institute will monitor this during a future charter term to 
ensure consistent compliance. The school has an improving program as analyzed using the 
qualitative education benchmarks and is continuing to refine its implementation of the school 
design, making it likely for the school to gain academic strength in a future charter term.  
 
SUNY Renewal Benchmark 2B: 
Are parents/guardians and students satisfied with the school? 
To report on parent satisfaction with the school’s program, the Institute used survey data as well 
as data gathered from a focus group of parents representing a cross section of students. 
 
Parent Survey Data.  Explore Excel’s 93% parent participation rate and responses for the NYCDOE’s 
2014-2015 NYC School Survey indicate high satisfaction with the school.  The Institute compiled 
data from the survey the NYCDOE distributes to families each year to collect information about 
school culture, instruction, and systems for improvement.  The survey response rate is sufficiently 
high enough that it is useful in framing the results as representative of the school community. 
 
Parent Focus Group.  The Institute asks all schools facing renewal to convene a representative set 
of parents for a focus group discussion.  A representative set includes parents of students in 
attendance at the school for multiple years, parents new to the school, parents of students 
receiving general education services, parents of students with special needs and parents of 
ELLs.  The seven parents in attendance at the focus group indicated strong loyalty and satisfaction 
to the school.  The parents appreciated the school’s caring but rigorous approach to educating 
their children.  They were particularly pleased that the school uses multiple modes of 
communication to keep parents consistently informed about student behavioral and academic 
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performance.  Despite this praise, parents expressed their desire for the school to offer more 
options for students who excel in their academic coursework and more extra-curricular activities.   
 
Persistence in Enrollment.  An additional indicator of parent satisfaction is persistence in 
enrollment.  In 2014-15, 86.1% of Explore Excel’s students returned from the previous year.  
Student persistence data from previous years of the charter term is available in Appendix A.  The 
Institute derived the statistical information on persistence in enrollment from its database.  No 
comparative data from NYCDOE or NYSED is available to the Institute to provide either district 
wide or CSD context.  As such, the information presented is for information purposes but does not 
allow for comparative analysis. 
 
SUNY Renewal Benchmark 2C: 
Does the school’s organization work effectively to deliver the educational program? 
Explore Excel’s organization effectively supports the delivery of the educational program.  
 
 The school establishes an administrative structure with staff and operational systems that 

allow the school to carry out its academic program.  The organizational structure 
establishes lines of accountability with increasingly defined roles and responsibilities.  The 
school has numerous operational and behavioral support personnel that allow 
instructional leaders to focus on the implementation of the academic program.  

 Explore Excel has student discipline systems in place, although the school does not 
implement them effectively at the upper academy.  For every infraction at the lower 
academy there is a behavior matrix the network provides and the school modifies 
containing possible teacher interventions and consequences.  This school year, the upper 
academy implements an extrinsic management system (“EMS”) through which students 
receive “scholar dollars” they can spend in the school store.  Despite these systems, 
teachers at the upper academy report that school leaders do not consistently apply 
consequences amongst students.  The school is currently working with the network to 
devise a system to better meet the needs of the 10%-20% of students that need more 
individualized behavioral supports.   

 Teacher turnover is historically high, though turnover rates showed some improvement 
after the school and the network took substantial steps to address the problem.  In the 
2013-14 school year, teacher attrition was 53% and in 2014-15 and at the time of the 
renewal visit in 2015-16 teacher attrition was 29%.  In the 2015-16 school year, teacher 
turnover continues to be an area in need of improvement; of the 38 teachers at the school 
last year, 11 are no longer at the school including four who left during this school year and 
two who were let go during this school year.  To increase retention of high quality teachers 
during 2015-16, the board increased the teacher pay to be more comparable, and in some 
instances higher than, the local school district – some teachers received pay increases of as 
much as $10,000.  The school and the network provided a significant amount of training to 
teachers on classroom management practices and the new curricula, including nearly two 
weeks of additional summer training in part to help teachers better prepare for the start of 
the school year, and provided more coaching to particular teachers in need.    
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 The school has sufficient resources to support the achievement of academic goals.  
Teachers report that school leaders address needs for additional supplies and resources 
upon request and that students have access to materials they need to support learning.   

 The school maintains adequate enrollment of 484 compared to its chartered enrollment of 
490 students.  The school enrolls new students in Kindergarten through 7th grade and  
reports a waitlist of 1,920 students.   

 Explore Excel and the network regularly monitor and evaluate the school’s programs and 
make changes as necessary.  For example, examining results from the most recent state 
ELA assessment, the school is focusing on improving its literacy program, specifically 
through implementing its LLI school-wide and implementing the new network-wide 
curricula of Core Knowledge and Expeditionary Learning.  Also, to continue to improve 
student behavior, the school has adopted new incentives for students whereas last year 
the behavior protocols were strictly punitive.  The school has begun to examine its off-site 
professional development activities in order to ensure resources are better allocated and 
that teacher training aligns with the school’s current priorities.   

 
SUNY Renewal Benchmark 2D: 
Does the school board work effectively to achieve the school’s Accountability Plan goals? 
The board works effectively to monitor the school’s day-to-day operations in the interest of 
achieving the school’s Accountability Plan goals. 
 
 Board members’ experience in finance, law, and project management enable the board to 

monitor the school’s operations and fiscal health adequately.  Although the board monitors 
academic data for progress toward meeting goals, its members recognize limitations in 
their ability to address this data and other issues pertaining to the school’s academic 
program.  To mitigate that perceived problem, the board is actively seeking new members 
who will contribute experience in K-12 education.   

 The board maintains a dashboard containing information about the academic program, 
student attendance, and teacher retention.  The information in the dashboard aligns with 
the board’s priorities: to retain and develop good teachers and school leaders and to 
improve the schools’ curricula and curriculum resources.  Discussions at monthly meetings 
focus on the information contained in the dashboard; however, additional information is 
available to the board upon request. 

 The board hires and retains key personnel.  Per the not-for-profit management agreement, 
the network is responsible for hiring and retaining key personnel including school leaders 
and teachers, with the board’s consent.  Recognizing a need to reduce the school’s 35 
percent teacher turnover rate, the board has made it a priority to work with the network 
to improve hiring practices and retention efforts.  For example, changes to the network’s 
teacher hiring process now require candidates to teach a model lesson.  The board also 
restructured the teacher salary increase schedule in an effort to recruit and retain more 
high quality teachers. 

 The board does not have a formal process to evaluate its own performance, using informal, 
reflective conversation to discuss goals and the effectiveness of its oversight.  Board 
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members do plan to adopt a formal system for evaluating its effectiveness as a board next 
year.  

 
SUNY Renewal Benchmark 2E: 
Does the board implement, maintain and abide by appropriate policies, systems and processes? 
The education corporation board materially and substantially implements, maintains and abides by 
adequate and appropriate policies, systems and processes and procedures to ensure the effective 
governance and oversight of the school.  The board demonstrates a clear understanding of its role 
in holding the school leadership and charter management organization accountable for both 
academic results and fiscal soundness.   
  
 The board is thoughtful as to its membership finding 6-8 members is its ideal number.  This 

has allowed a committee structure where members cycle through committees to improve 
understanding across areas.  Functioning of committees is well established except in the 
area of academic accountability where the board’s lack of knowledge in the area has 
hindered its ability to appropriately monitor.  Plans for additional board members with 
educational experience are already underway and should assist the board in this area in 
the future.   

 The board receives weekly articles on various topics related to education to keep informed 
of current trends.   

 The board receives specific and extensive reports on each program including fiscal and 
academic performance. 

 The board has materially complied with the terms of its by-laws and code of ethics. 
 The board has identified three core initiatives for the 2015-16 school year including 

improving the school’s curriculum, teacher retention, and leadership development.   
 The board checks in with the school leader on a regular basis to ensure leadership is 

receiving appropriate support from Explore Schools.   
 The board functions well with staff of Explore Schools and appears to have a good working 

relationship which includes healthy debate and accountability.  Staff of Explore Schools sits 
on many of the board committees to ensure open communication and collaboration.   

 
SUNY Renewal Benchmark 2F: 
Has the school substantially complied with applicable laws, rules and regulations, and provisions of 
its charter? 
The school/education corporation generally and substantially complies with applicable laws, rules 
and regulations and the provisions of its charter.  The Institute noted exceptions in the following 
areas. 
 
 Code of Ethics.  The education corporation’s code of ethics needs to be updated to comply 

with provisions of the New York General Municipal Law and New York Not-For-Profit 
Corporation Law.  The Institute will also ensure this is updated prior to the start of a new 
charter term.   

 Complaints.  The school generated one informal complaint regarding promotion in doubt 
of a student.  In following up on an informal allegation of rough handling of students by a 
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staff member, the Institute found the school had investigated, warned the employee and 
ultimately terminated the employee.  No formal complaints required review by the 
Institute, and initial inquiries found no violations.   

 ELL Program.  As noted earlier, at the time of the renewal visit, the Institute identified 
areas necessary to improve the school’s delivery of services to ELL students so that its ELL 
program was compliant with the requirements of Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and 
federal regulations.  The school immediately addressed the Institute’s concerns by 
providing a compliant plan to remedy any deficiencies and implementing steps to ensure 
compliance. The Institute will monitor the implementation of the ELL program to help 
ensure compliance in a future charter term. 
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IS THE EDUCATION CORPORATION FISCALLY SOUND? 
Based on a review of the fiscal evidence collected through the renewal review, Explore Charter 
Schools of Brooklyn is fiscally sound as is its school, Explore Excel.  The SUNY Fiscal Dashboard for 
Explore Excel is included in Appendix D as well as a dashboard for the network that the Institute 
constructed by combining all six of the individual schools that became Explore Charter Schools of 
Brooklyn through a merger effective July 1, 2015.  Using color coded tables and charts; each chart 
indicates that the education corporation and school, respectively, have demonstrated fiscal 
soundness over the majority of the charter term.16  The discussion that follows relates mainly to 
the Explore Charter Schools of Brooklyn education corporation because a school is not a legally 
distinct fiscal entity although some of the information pertains to Explore Excel prior to the merger. 
 
Explore Excel and the education corporation has adequate financial resources to ensure stable 
operations.  In addition to analyzing the soundness of the individual charter school, the Institute 
analyzes the soundness of the not-for-profit education corporation granted the authority to 
operate the school and finds it too is fiscally sound.  Since the merger recently took effect, the 
Explore Excel fiscal dashboard reflects the financial condition over the past four years of the 
charter term when the school was an independent entity. 
 
Explore Schools supports Explore Excel in the area of academic program, fiscal management and 
operational support, human resources, technology and public relations under the terms of a 
management contract.  The Explore Charter Schools of Brooklyn financial model is intended to 
ensure that all fully enrolled schools are financially sustainable, operating the school’s program 
solely through public funding. 
 
SUNY Renewal Benchmark 3A: 
Does the school operate pursuant to a fiscal plan in which it creates realistic budgets that it 
monitors and adjusts when appropriate? 
Working in partnership with the network, Explore Excel employed clear budgetary objectives and 
budget preparation procedures throughout the charter term. 
 
 The network’s chief financial officer coordinates the development of annual and long-term 

budget preparation procedures with input from the school leadership staff and the board 
finance committee. 

 The projected five-year renewal budget reflects anticipated increases in revenues and 
expenses associated with planned enrollment growth as the school reaches its full capacity 
through grade 8 going into the renewal charter term. 

 The individual education corporation prepares a long-term budget, which is updated on an 
annual basis. 

                                                        
16 The U.S. Department of Education has established fiscal criteria for certain ratios or information with high – medium – low 
categories, represented in the table as green – gray – red.  The categories generally correspond to levels of fiscal risk, but 
must be viewed in the context of each education corporation and the general type or category of school. 
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 Explore Excel has been located in shared NYCDOE facility space since opening in 2011.  
Explore Excel is not responsible for rent, utilities, custodial services, maintenance or school 
safety services on the facility. 

 Effective July 1, 2015, Explore Excel merged with other charters into Explore Charter 
Schools of Brooklyn.  For operating efficiencies and purchasing power, expenses are shared 
with the network of five other charters related by common management. 

 
SUNY Renewal Benchmark 3B: 
Does the school maintain appropriate internal controls and procedures? 
Explore Excel and the merged education corporation have a history of sound fiscal policies, 
procedures and practices and maintain appropriate internal controls.  
 
 The Financial Policies and Procedures Manual is the guide for all internal controls and 

procedures at Explore Excel.  The manual contains fiscal policies and procedures that 
undergo ongoing reviews.  The most recent update to the manual included federal 
guidelines for grant management, and other updates included a conflict of interest policy. 

 The Explore Excel audit reports have no findings of deficiencies.  With the effective merger 
dated July 1, 2015, the next audit report for the fiscal year ended June 30, 2016 will be 
within the merged education corporation audit report. 

 
SUNY Renewal Benchmark 3C: 
Does the school comply with financial reporting requirements? 
Explore Excel and the merged education corporation comply with financial reporting requirements. 
 
 The Institute, NYSED and NYCDOE have received required financial reports that are timely, 

complete and follow generally accepted accounting principles (“GAAP”). 
 Independent audits of annual financial statements have received unqualified opinions with 

no material weaknesses or instances of non-compliance observed. 
 The individual education corporation and merged entity generally file key reports timely 

and accurately including: audit reports, budgets, unaudited quarterly reports of revenue, 
expenses and, enrollment. 

 
SUNY Renewal Benchmark 3D: 
Does the school maintain adequate financial resources to ensure stable operations? 
Explore Excel and the merged education corporation maintains adequate financial resources to 
ensure stable operations. 
 
 The school opened in 2011 and its first four years of operations resulted in surpluses.  

Actual enrollment for the 2014-15 school year was at 107% of chartered enrollment, 
resulting in a fiscally healthy outlook. 

 The individual school and the education corporation’s fiscal dashboards in Appendices D 
and F, respectively, reflect fiscal strength. 

 The board maintains a designated reserve fund for unforeseen facility, personnel and other 
issues for Explore Excel, which was $575,000 as of June 30, 2015. 
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 Explore Excel has total net assets of approximately $1.9 million and 3.6 months of cash on 
hand to pay bills due shortly, as reported in the most recent audit report. 

 Explore Excel operates the required dissolution reserve fund in the amount of $75,000.  
The education corporation will need to bring the balance to the required level for the 
number of schools that it operates per the renewal charter agreement, which works out to 
less than $75,000 per school. 
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IF THE SUNY TRUSTEES RENEW THE EDUCATION CORPORATION’S AUTHORITY TO 
OPERATE THE SCHOOL, ARE ITS PLANS FOR THE SCHOOL REASONABLE, FEASIBLE 
AND ACHIEVABLE?  
Explore Excel has made progress toward meeting its academic Accountability Plan goals and 
maintains a sufficient educational program.  The school operates as an effective and viable 
organization, and the education corporation is fiscally sound.  Thus, the plans to implement the 
educational program as proposed during the next charter term are reasonable, feasible and 
achievable. 
 
The education corporation’s plans for the future are to continue to operate Explore Excel in its 
current configuration and to increase to serve 8th grade students as set forth in the Application for 
Charter Renewal.  The Institute finds the plans for Explore Excel reasonable, feasible and 
achievable based on its renewal review.  
 
Plans for the School’s Structure.  The education corporation has provided all of the key structural 
elements for a charter renewal and those elements are reasonable, feasible and achievable.   
 
Plans for the Educational Program.  The education corporation plans to implement the 
aforementioned programmatic changes in order to increase the likelihood of the school meeting 
its Accountability Plan goals in the next charter term.  
 

 
Current Charter Term End of Next Charter Term 

Enrollment 490 552 

Grade Span K-7 K-8 

Teaching Staff 47 51 

Days of Instruction 179 179 
 
Plans for Board Oversight & Governance.  Board members express an interest in continuing to 
serve the education corporation in the next charter term and may add additional members in the 
future. 
 
Fiscal & Facility Plans.  Based on evidence collected through the renewal review, including a review 
of the 5-year financial plan, Explore Charter Schools of Brooklyn presents a reasonable and 
appropriate fiscal plan for the next charter term including education corporation and school 
budgets that are feasible and achievable.  The education corporation intends to maintain its 
contractual relationship with the CMO.  The Institute has reviewed the proposed terms of such 
contract and will review and approve the final contract, and any other CMO contracts, when 
executed. 
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The school intends to provide instruction for Kindergarten through 8th grade students in its current 
locations, co-located facilities in Brooklyn. 
 
The Institute also reviewed the proposed school budgets for the other schools in the education 
corporation and finds them feasible and achievable.  The Institute has reviewed the proposed 
terms of operation of each school including its enrollment and grades to be served at the time of 
its last renewal or when the authority to operate the school was initially approved or when any 
revision of either was approved.  None of the findings in this renewal review disturb those prior 
findings.  In addition, any modifications to the education corporation’s terms of operation that 
were set forth in the Application for Charter Renewal that apply to all schools or to a sub-set of 
schools, such as a shared program for students with disabilities were reviewed by the Institute and 
found to meet SUNY’s renewal standards, and legal requirements, or will meet them upon 
implementation. 
 
The school’s Application for Charter Renewal contains all necessary elements as required by the 
Act.  The proposed school calendar allots an appropriate amount of instructional time to meet or 
exceed instructional time requirements, and taken together with other academic and key design 
elements, should be sufficient to allow the school to meet its proposed Accountability Plan 
goals.  The education corporation has amended or will amend other key aspects of the renewal 
application -- including by-laws and code of ethics -- to comply with various provisions of the New 
York Education Law, Not-for-Profit Corporation Law, Public Officers Law and the General Municipal 
Law, as appropriate. 
 
Similarly, the education corporation’s Application for Corporate Renewal contains all necessary 
elements as required by the Act.  All of the education corporation’s schools will continue to 
operate in accordance with their school terms of operation in the charter agreement with the 
exception of the two schools coming to renewal, which will operate in accordance with those parts 
of their Applications for Charter Renewal approved by the SUNY Trustees.  The Institute notes that 
as of the December 11, 2015 deadline, Explore Charter Schools of Brooklyn has not sent any 
Letters of Intent to open new schools.  
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Explore Excel School Overview 
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Board of Trustees17    
Board Member Name Position Board Member Name Position 
Graeme Daykin Chair Hank Mannix Vice Chair 
Kim Carnegie Trustee Beth Cohen Treasurer 
Angelica Thomas Trustee Morty Ballen Trustee 
Peter Walker Trustee   

 

 
 

                                                        
17 Source: The Institute’s board records at the time of the renewal review. 
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2011
2016

Timeline of Charter School Renewal
School Opening Initial Renewal - Full Term Initial Renewal - Short Term
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School Characteristics 

School Year Chartered 
Enrollment 

Actual 
Enrollment18 

Actual as a Percentage 
of Chartered 

Proposed 
Grades 

Actual 
Grades 

                                                        
18 Source: Institute’s Official Enrollment Binder.  (Figures may differ slightly from New York State Report Cards, depending on 
date of data collection). 
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Enrollment 

2011-12 224 233 104% K-2 K-3 
2012-13 280 299 107% K-3 K-4 
2013-14 336 357 106% K-4 K-5 
2014-15 396 421 106% K-5 K-6 
2015-16 490 484 99% K-6 K-7 

  

Key Design Elements 
Element Evident? 

 Beginning young; + 
 Continuing through 8th grade; + 
 Longer school day and year; - 
 Small class size; + 
 Meeting the needs of at-risk students; - 
 Continuous research to drive improvement; + 
 Instructional decision making; and, + 
 Governance and organizational design. + 

School Leaders 
School Year(s) Name(s) and Title(s) 

2011-12  Ethan Mitnick, Principal 

2012-13 to Present Dana Bogle, Principal 

Parent Satisfaction: Survey Results 

Response Rate: 93% 

Rigorous Instruction: 83% 

Effective School Leadership: 79% 

Supportive Environment: 78% 

School Visit History 

School Year Visit Type Date 
2011-12 First Year Visit May 9, 2012 
2015-16 Initial Renewal Visit October 28-29, 2015 
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Conduct of the Renewal Visit  

Date(s) of Visit Evaluation Team Members Title 

October 28-29, 2015 

Jeffrey Wasbes Executive Deputy Director for 
Accountability 

Sinnjinn Bucknell Performance and Systems Analyst 
Adam Aberman External Consultant 

Jared Boyce External Consultant 
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District Comments 
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The Institute has received no distr ict or public comments.  
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School Fiscal Dashboard 
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EDUCATION CORPORATION SCHOOL CHARACTERISTICS 
School Local District Co-located? Enrollment Grade Span 

Explore Charter School CSD 17 Yes 540 K-8 
Explore Empower Charter School CSD 17 Yes 540 K-8 
Explore Enrich Charter School CSD 17 Not Open Not Open Not Open 
Explore Envision Charter School CSD 19 Not Open Not Open Not Open 
Explore Exceed Charter School CSD 17 Yes 430 K-6 
Explore Excel Charter School CSD 18 Yes 490 K-7 
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