Department of Education

Charter School Accountability Meeting

October 17, 2008

Newark Charter School

Kuumba Academy Charter School

Positive Outcomes Charter School

Attending Committee Members:


Mike Owens, Joanne Reihm, Clifton Coleman, Scott Kessel (as proxy for Dorcell Spence)

Dr. Owens called the meeting to order.  The purpose of the meeting was to meet with representatives from Newark Charter School to discuss the school’s renewal application, and to have the initial discussions regarding the renewal applications from Kuumba Academy Charter School and Positive Outcomes Charter School.  For the purpose of the record, introductions were made:

Michael Owens, Associate Secretary, Adult Education & Workforce Development, Acting Chair            

of the committee

Joanne Reihm, member of committee

Clifton Coleman, member of committee

Scott Kessel, Charter Schools Finance, acting as proxy for Dorcell Spence

Linda Fleetwood, Charter Schools Office

Deb Hansen, Curriculum workgroup

Greg Meece, School Director, Newark Charter School

Esther Jackson, Dean of Instruction, Newark Charter School

Joanne Schlosberg, Business Manager, Newark Charter School

Stephen Dressel, Board Chairman, Newark Charter School

Karen Scaggs, Charter Schools Office

Newark Charter School was first on the agenda.  

Dr. Owens asked the school if they would like to make any comments.  

Mr. Meece gave an overview of the school’s history.  The school opened in 2001 with 435 students in grades 5-7.  In the second year of operation the school expanded to grade 8 with 541 students.  In 2003 a new school was built and in 2004 the charter was renewed.  In 2007 the school expanded to grades K-8 with 1,286 students.    Mr. Meece said the school’s track record suggests a bright and promising future for the renewal period.  He said that the financial projections show a positive balance during each year of the renewal period and that external audits conducted each year reveal no audit findings.  Mr. Meece said the school has had a waiting list for enrollment of 2,000 to 3,000 students for the past two years.  He said 99% of students enrolled on September 30 remain enrolled through the last week of school in June.  Mr. Meece said the school conducts a parent survey twice each year and that the surveys consistently show a parent satisfaction rating between 99 and 100%.  He said the school has received a superior rating from the Department for six years.  Mr. Meece said the school’s population has become more diverse.  The minority population has risen from 16% in 2001 to 27% in 2008 and that the school has students with IEP’s and 504 Accommodation Plans.  

Mr. Kessel said the school’s financial viability is very strong and that he reviewed their audits and found no audit findings.  He did ask why the school does not participate in the federal nutrition program.  Mr. Meece said the school does not have a lunch program because the students brown bag their lunch every day.  He said the school does subsidize lunches for students who would have received federal funding for the nutrition program.  Mrs. Jackson said some parents have commented that they like the fact that the school does not have a cafeteria and that the students eat their lunch in the classroom with a teacher.

Mrs. Reihm discussed the school’s highly qualified teachers.  She said full qualifications were missing on one counselor, three paraprofessionals, two nurses, one school administrator, and two teachers.  She asked Mrs. Jackson for clarification.  Mrs. Jackson said the school’s technical person is having some eSchoolplus alignment issues and is working with the Department to fix the problem.  Dr. Owens suggested Mrs. Reihm communicate the names of the individuals who are not fully qualified to the school. 

Mr. Coleman commented about the school’s diversity.  He asked for clarification about the food service as to how lunch is provided to students who qualify for free/reduced lunches.  Mrs. Jackson said the school has lunchables available in the freezer at all times.  

Dr. Owens referred to page four of the application which states the school hired a full-time person as a one-on-one instructional aide for a student with special needs.  Mrs. Jackson said the school hired a woman who is in a graduate program in Special Education at the University of Delaware.   Mrs. Jackson said the aide stays with the special needs student all day from getting off the bus in the morning to getting back on the bus in the afternoon.  She said this is an on-going professional development for the aide, the main teacher of the classroom, the special education teacher and all the teachers that work with the special needs student.  Mr. Meece said when the elementary school opened, the special education staff had to be increased mid-year.  He said the special education population has been increasing.  Mrs. Jackson said the population of special needs students is about 5%.  She said they are looking at the RtI framework to keep the school in a sensible place.  Mrs. Fleetwood asked if the funding for the individual aide was through the Interagency Collaborative Team.  The school representatives report that the school is absorbing the cost.

Dr. Owens referred to page eight of the application.  He asked for clarification about the statement that there has been an increased use of focused DSTP-type warm up questions in each class.   Mrs. Jackson said the school realizes that their DSTP scores are good but they are trying to present opportunities to recognize what is being asked on assessment in as many different formats as possible.  She said the ELA, Math, Science, and Social Studies teachers have a 5 minute warm up at the beginning of class with pre-determined questions.  She said it is focused on the format that may come up in the DSTP tests.  

Dr. Owens referred to page nine of the application which states that the alignment of the school’s curriculum scope and sequence be consistent with the new grade level expectations of Regulation 502 is mostly finished.  Mrs. Jackson said in 2004 the school had alignment using the PI for 5-8 and in 2006 they had the PI for K-4.  She said the school’s curriculum is approved with PI’s for K-8.  Mrs. Jackson said she is mostly finished with K-5 in ELA, Math, Social Studies and Science and is hoping by the November site visit she can present through 6th grade and have up through 8th grade done by the end of the year.    She said she has started with the standards as the primary framework and she is working the Core Knowledge into the standards.  She said the test scores would show that they are hitting the mark on the standards.  Mrs. Hansen presented a checklist for the transition from performance indicators into grade level expectations as developed by the curriculum workgroup. 

Dr. Owens referred to a statement on page ten of the application which states the school is required to maintain a balance of over $900,000 in a debt reserve fund.  He asked how they can keep that balance with the challenges of the current economy.  Mrs. Schlosberg said a requirement of the bond issuance is to set aside one year of payments.  She said there are sufficient cash reserves and they are earning interest on the funds.  

Dr. Owens referred to page 11 of the application which states the school was able to negotiate three additional buses and upgrades to the age of the fleet at no additional cost to the school or taxpayers.  Mr. Meece said they negotiated with the vendor for better buses.  

Dr. Owens asked the school to submit a copy of the by-laws and parent survey results to Mrs. Fleetwood.

Mrs. Fleetwood said one of the questions posed in the previous meeting was to verify that the school does not have any compliance issues in the areas of transportation, food services and school nurse practices.  She said she checked with the appropriate Department staff and the school does not have any issues in those areas.  She said Mrs. Wolfe said the school’s health services is a model program.  The school’s nurse is the School Nurse of the Year.  Mrs. Fleetwood said Mrs. Russell is concerned about the school not participating in the school lunch program.  

Dr. Owens asked how the school is dealing with the Student Success Plans.  Mr. Meece said it was implemented last year and that every student has a class with a guidance counselor once a week.  Dr. Owens said the SSP is an on-line tool that was mandated by regulation for 8 and 9th graders as a career exploration tool.  He said it gives students an opportunity to establish a five year plan to include high school, post secondary, and career exploration.  

No further discussion.  There was a brief recess.

Kuumba Academy Charter School was next on the agenda.

Dr. Owens reconvened the group and noted all attendees were still present with the exception of the representatives from Newark Charter School.

Mrs. Fleetwood gave a brief overview of the school.  The school was scheduled to open in 2000 with 136 students in grades K-3.    The school requested a delay in opening and then through a modification the school requested an increase in enrollment and a delay for submitting the certificate of occupancy.  Mrs. Fleetwood said the school has a performing arts focus and had an active partnership with several organizations including the Christina Cultural Arts Center and the Grand Opera House.  In 2001 the school was placed on formal review for not meeting the teacher certification requirement and was placed on probation.  Mrs. Fleetwood said the school was renewed in 2004 and has had school ratings range from commendable to superior.  She said the current rating is superior.  She said the school is participating in the Singapore Math pilot program.  

Dr. Owens said there were conditions placed on the school’s charter from the last renewal.  He asked if there were any additional issues that need to be addressed with the school.  Dr. Owens said he would like to talk to the school about the grant that was awarded through DCET, in particular, how the staff training is progressing and how the school is implementing the technology.  

Mrs. Fleetwood referred to page 28 of the application which states it is anticipated that the note will be re-financed because there is an upcoming balloon payment of over $1,000,000.  Mrs. Fleetwood also pointed out that charts on pages 18, 19, and 20 are not clear because of shading.  (Replacement charts will be requested.) 

Mrs. Reihm talked about the corrective action plan on page 27 of the application.  She asked since mandatory summer school is not going to be in effect and the individual improvement plans are not mandatory issues any more, what options for corrective actions were available for students.  Mrs. Reihm requested an update on the school’s data acquisition procedures from the IT department at DOE.  She checked the list of highly qualified and certified teachers and she is showing three teachers not certified at this time.  She said the school is allowed to enter that information until March 15th.  

Mrs. Hansen said John Ray in the curriculum workgroup shared concerns about the building and is interested in how the school is addressing the issue of providing physical education courses.

Mr. Kessel said it appears the school’s finances are going in the right direction.  Dr. Owens said it would be interesting to ask the school how they have accomplished turning their finances around.  Mr. Kessel said he reviewed the school’s audits and the audit findings were minor.  He said the unit count had some findings and wondered how they were implementing the recommendations from the audit.  

Mrs. Fleetwood said she was surprised that the school has so many administrators.  She said the school has one director and four deans.  She questioned whether the administrators are also teachers.  She said the school nurse is the dean of health services and is in charge of the cafeteria, oversight of health and physical education, and transportation.  Dr. Owens suggested it would be interesting to get the school’s perspective on the number of administrators they have.  

Positive Outcomes Charter School was next on the agenda.

Mrs. Fleetwood gave a brief overview of the school.  She said the school was the first state approved charter school to open in Delaware. The school opened in 1996 with a focus on students at-risk of not being academically successful due to mental or emotional conditions.  The school opened with 40 students and grew to the current population of 120 students.  The school has been through two previous renewals.  The school’s current site was renovated in 2003.  Mrs. Fleetwood said this year the school did make AYP.  She said the school’s rating is academic progress.  

Mrs. Reihm said 16 of the 17 teachers are highly qualified.  Mrs. Fleetwood said the teachers are dual certified for content area and special education.  

Mr. Coleman said he went on the site visit to the school and had an opportunity to visit the classrooms and spoke with some staff and students.    

Dr. Owens referred to page 20 of the application which states the requirements for curriculum and regulation 502.  He would like an update on the progress of meeting the regulation.  

Dr. Owens said he would like to find out about their driver education program.  Mrs. Fleetwood said the school does not have enough students in any given year to generate funds for a driver’s education unit, therefore, the students go to the YMCA and the bill goes to the Department.  Dr. Owens said he wants to talk to them about how the program is working.  

Mrs. Reihm said she will be asking for clarification on corrective action since there is no mandatory summer school.  

Mr. Kessel said he would like information about the facility and their plans for it.  He said the financing is ok and there were no findings in the audit.

Mrs. Hansen asked when there will be follow up on the curriculum to check on the school’s efforts to align its instruction to Delaware Academic Content Standards.  Dr. Owens said the committee can ask the school representatives for an update on where they stand on the progress.  

No further discussion.  Meeting was adjourned.
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