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Charter School Application Recommendation Report

Proposal Overview

School Name
Imagine Centennial
Mission (Application Item A.1.2)
The mission of Imagine Centennial is to provide a 21st Century learning environment rich in rigorous academic offerings, designed to challenge, educate, and nurture the whole child in a safe supportive atmosphere, with strong parent and community involvement, as we believe all children are capable of success, no exceptions.
Proposed Location (from Charter Application Cover Sheet)
6610 Grand Montecito Parkway, Las Vegas, NV 89149
Enrollment Projections (from Charter Application Cover Sheet)
	Opening Year
	School Type 
	Opening Grade(s)
	Projected Enrollment

	Year 1 (2013)
	k-5
	k-5
	375 

	Year 2 (2014)
	k-6
	k-6
	450

	At capacity
	k-8
	k-8
	525


Recommendation

Overall Recommendation
· Deny: Significant application deficiencies were found which cannot be remedied without major revisions that would significantly alter the nature of the application. 
Summary of Section Ratings

Rating options for each section are Meets the standard; Approaches the standard; Does not meet the standard
Section 1. Education Program Design

· Approaches the standard
Section 2. Operations Plan

· Does not meet the standard
Section 3. Financial Plan

· Does not meet the standard
Section 4. Performance Record

· Does not meet the standard
Section 5. Evidence of Capacity

· Does not meet the standard
Education Program Design
Rating

· Approaches the standard
Plan Summary
Imagine Centennial proposed to provide an educational program designed to challenge, educate, and nurture the whole child to students in grades K-8.  The proposed curriculum would be the Imagine Schools standards based curriculum, which is an academic core curriculum aligned to the Common Core standards and interwoven with character development.  Instructional strategies would include project-based learning, cooperative team learning, Socratic questioning, active learning, and teaming.  Emphasis would be placed on mastery of the standards and professional learning communities would be used to find the best instructional practices to help students achieve this goal.
Analysis
The Education Program only partially met standard due to a number of reasons. The most prominent of which are discussed below. 

Applicants were required to include course descriptions that include the content, skills, and measurable objectives for each of the content areas at each grade level. The Committee submitted sufficiently detailed course descriptions at many grade levels. However, course descriptions were missing for Grades 1 and 2 all subjects except Earth Science; and Grades 4 and 5 all subjects. 
The goals provided in the application were of questionable rigor. For example, one goal identified that 75% of students enrolled for three consecutive years would achieve proficiency or advanced status on the state assessments. This goal would allow Centennial to meet their performance goal yet underperform the statewide Annual Measurable Objectives to which all public schools are accountable. 

The plan for professional development did not appear comprehensive or coordinated. The school proposed two weeks of professional development at the beginning of school in addition to four days during the year. One of the two weeks at the beginning of school (fall institute) was focused on “introducing” teachers to the Imagine philosophy and curriculum.  Additionally, it was unclear how the school and who at the school would determine the professional development need and coordinate with the Regional Student Achievement Coach and onsite Data Coach.
The Committee is commended for weaving the mission and vision for the school into much of the Education Program. The use of multiple assessments is laudable. The application provided a relatively clear picture of how the school may operate.
Operations Plan

Rating
· Does not meet the standard
Plan Summary

The members of the Committee to Form the School (CTF), and the NRS 386.520 membership requirements each one meets, are: Liaison: Hadassa Lefkowitz, educator; Anna Webb, educator; Dennis Shin, business-financial; Susan Aventi, accountant; and Julie Williams, parent. According to the board bylaws, the first board would consist of the members of the CTF.

The proposed school would contract with an Educational Management Organization (EMO) to assist with the provision of educational services at the school: Imagine Schools.  The school would not provide distance education courses and/or programs. The Principal would be mentored and supported by Imagine Schools, the EMO.  The student:teacher ratio would be 26:1.

The application does not identify the school’s administrator.
Analysis

The Operations Plan only partially met criteria due to a number of reasons. The most prominent of which are discussed below.
The proposed location of the school, by address, was included in the contract. It was unclear to the Review Team the implications of describing the location of the school within the agreement. This may reflect an attempt to link the operating agreement to the school’s facility/lease. Such a link would be considered a contingency and as such would be prohibited by statute.
The lottery description was insufficient and incorrect. The school was not proposed as “at-risk”, therefore siblings of enrolled pupils may not be exempted from the lottery. The SPCSA recommended that schools adopt the model lottery system developed by the SPCSA. 

The application did not make clear the delineation of the roles and responsibilities between the school’s governing body, management and EMO. The application and EMO contract stated that up to 30% of teachers, and all personnel not required to be licensed, would be provided by the EMO. It was not clear what role the board would play in identifying the need and approval of the “other personnel” hired by the EMO and paid for by the school. The Imagine Centennial Board would be responsible for employing a licensed teacher for each grade level for which the charter school offers instruction. 
The application lacked a strong statement clarifying that neither the EMO, the EMO’s representatives or contractors, nor the school administrator would be the source of suggestions/nominations for new board members. The application did refer to board members speaking with possible candidates about the possibility of joining the board. Board members would be required to sign a contract, formally assuming responsibility as the Governing Board, yet no sample of the contract was contained in the application.
The application and bylaws only generally discussed professional development opportunities available to the board in order to build capacity. To ensure sufficient distance and objectivity from the EMO, the board members should receive more training than what was referred to in the application.
Financial Plan

Rating
· Does not meet the standard
Plan Summary
Pre-opening expenses are budgeted at $50,000, all to be advanced from the EMO. Any costs above that were expected to be covered by the EMO at no charge. This was an important assumption, since their cash flow statement projects $133,266 in expenditures in July, a month before it projects receiving a DSA disbursement from the State. Budgeted enrollment for years 1 and 2 was 375 and 450 students, respectively, yielding positive fund balances of $19,194 and $107,881. No private contributions or grants were budgeted. Their budget shortfall contingency plan relied wholly on advances from the EMO. The language describing this arrangement appears to be form language that leaves the school at risk of the EMO choosing to reject a request for advance. The budget has not been well reviewed, in one case saying “due and owning Operating Expenses”, when they intended to say “due and owing Operating Expenses.” A business manager would be hired. The “capital lease” costs appeared to be understated in year 2 and no costs in year 1.
Analysis

The Financial Plan only partially met criteria for approval due to a number of reasons. The most prominent of which are discussed below.
The review team noted that budgeted building lease costs were significantly higher than other charter schools in the same geographic area. According to the Budget Narrative submitted in the application, “Facility costs are based upon historical costs of other Imagine Schools in Nevada.” When asked about the lease agreement in the Capacity Interview, a member of the Committee was able to cite a per-square foot cost but the Committee didn’t appear to conduct a more thoughtful analysis regarding suitability of the proposed facility – a noteworthy finding given the national and local attention paid to the Imagine Schools Inc. questionable leasing arrangements.
The Imagine Schools Inc. lease for furniture and equipment (@$750/student in year 2, term of 4 years) was proposed as a “4 year depreciable capital lease, no buyout.” The budget did not appear to accurately reflect the cost of the lease. More detail is needed to understand if the proposed lease is operating (the school does not own the asset at lease end) or capital (the school would own the asset at lease end). 
The contingency plan appeared solely reliant upon Imagine Schools Inc. to ensure sustainability of the school. Such reliance on the EMO does not demonstrate the Committee has thoughtfully approached their commitment to maintaining the financial viability of the school. 
Performance Record

Rating

· Does not meet the standard
Plan Summary
The Committee intends to contract with Imagine Schools, Inc (Imagine) an Educational Management Organization. The following description is from the Imagine website (http://www.imagineschools.com):

Founded in 2004 by Dennis and Eileen Bakke, Imagine Schools is a full-service operator of public charter schools. Like all charter schools, Imagine charter schools are publicly funded while privately operated. Imagine Schools operates 70 schools in 12 states and the District of Columbia. As a full-service charter school operator, Imagine is basically a multi-state “school district” educating approximately 38,000 students.
Imagine Centennial intends to contract with Imagine for charter school management services which include the provision of educational services to students and the operation and maintenance of the charter school. The agreement as proposed is for a term of two years. 

Imagine would receive an “administrative allocation” equal to 12% of the school’s total revenue (appeared to be conflicting information regarding which funds are included in determining a total). The allocation would pay for administration (4%) and for educational program (8%). The administrative allocation appeared to be fixed at 12% and perhaps not sensitive to school need or efficiency. Imagine Centennial would also pay Imagine for other costs, including purchases Imagine makes on behalf of the Centennial board, Imagine direct expenses, Imagine personnel costs, and operating advances.
Analysis
Imagine Schools, Inc did not meet criteria for recommendation of approval because the EMO did not provide relevant evidence of educational and management success. The track record of operational and academic success of Imagine Schools Inc. nationally and here in Nevada is in question.
Imagine Schools Inc. reports having seventy-one charter schools in thirteen states.  Although some Imagine Schools Inc. charter schools are performing well academically, there are just as many Imagine Schools Inc. charter schools performing below average academically. For example, Missouri Department of Education closed all six of their Imagine Schools Inc. schools due to academic and fiscal issues. The explanation provided in the application appeared to be that Imagine Schools Inc. attempted to resolve the “problem” in February 2011, four years after many of the campuses opened. 
There are two charter schools currently in Nevada that contract with Imagine Schools Inc. —100 Academy and Imagine Mt. View.  

The 100 Academy opened in 2006. Student population is predominately African American with a high percentage of economically disadvantaged students.  Neither the elementary school nor middle school made AYP for 2011-2012 with an elementary school designation of In Need of Improvement Year 3-Hold and a middle school designation of In Need of Improvement Year 2-Hold.  In terms of growth data, the elementary and middle school ranked respectively in the 32nd percentile and 52nd percentile in Reading and in the 45th and 42nd percentile in Math. The school also has a long history of core subjects being taught by an exceptionally low percentage of highly qualified teachers; in some cases, 100% of teachers in core subjects were not highly qualified.

Imagine Mt. View opened in 2011 with a fairly evenly mixed student population of African American, White, and Hispanic.  Because the school opened as a K-2 school, there is no state academic accountability report available for 2011-2012 school year; however, the percentage of classes taught by highly qualified teachers was higher than the 100 Academy. It is too early to speak with much certainty about the outcomes of Imagine Mt. View, more time is needed for Imagine Mt. View to demonstrate success.
Quest Academy Preparatory Education formerly contracted with Imagine Schools Inc., but broke from them in 2011.

Overall the existing academic track record is not compelling.  

Imagine Schools Inc. has come under scrutiny nationally as well as here in Nevada. An April 6, 2010 Las Vegas Sun article entitled Charter School Families Find They Have Little Say Over Company stated, “The concerns of the Valle community are familiar refrains involving Imagine Schools. Similar complaints about exorbitant fees for management services, high rent and lack of local control by the governing board have surfaced at 100 Academy, as well as campuses in other states.” The proposed lease appears consistent with problematic lease agreements at other schools contracting with Imagine (typically through Imagine Schools Inc. affiliate School House Finance). 
Evidence of Capacity

Rating

· Does not meet the standard
Plan Summary
Imagine Centennial’s CTF is comprised of 5 members. Hadassa Lefkowitz is an elementary school teacher in the Clark County School District. Anna Webb is also an elementary school teacher in the Clark County School District. Dennis Shinn is currently an IT instructor and course manager at Integrated Technologies Corp. Susan Aventi is an assistant accounting manager with the Howard Hughes Corporation. She has also worked as an Internal Auditor for E & J Gallo Winery. Julie Williams is the owner of Clear Waters, a local pool care company in Las Vegas. 
Analysis

The Committee to Form Imagine Centennial did not appear to have the capacity to oversee the successful development and implementation of the education program as presented; to oversee the effective and responsible management of public funds; and to oversee and be responsible for the school’s compliance with its legal obligations. 
The Committee did not appear to have conducted due diligence in their selection of Imagine Schools Inc. as the EMO. The application included a number of reasons and criteria upon which the Committee selected Imagine Schools Inc.; however, in the Capacity Interview no members of the Committee were able to speak to specific services they would receive from the EMO, other than general reference to “infrastructure”, “tools to make the charter successful”, “development of staff”, and “fund the cost if the Committee to Form does not”. Additionally, no Committee members were able to speak to or specify the costs (administrative allocation or otherwise) stated within the contract. 
The Committee also cited that a benefit of the relationship was that Imagine would provide the lease – “a big part of this is the lease that Imagine will provide”. Confusing the management contract between Imagine Schools Inc. and the school with the lease was troubling especially in consideration of the publicity related to Quest Academy (e.g., “Battle Rages Between Charter School and Management Company” Las Vegas Sun, June 30, 2011 and “Charter School Families Find They Have Little Say Over Company” Las Vegas Sun, April 2, 2010). That the Committee was apparently unaware of this history and the proposed higher than average lease costs, and the lack of thoughtful analysis of the lease was troubling.
Neither the application nor the Capacity Interview left the Review Team with the confidence that the Committee fully understood their duties and responsibilities as public servants.
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