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INTRODUCTION

The Charter Schools Act of 1998 (“the Act™) authorizes the State University of New York Board
of Trustees to grant charters to applicants for the purpose of organizing and operating an
independent and autonomous public charter school. The purpose of the Act is to authorize a
system of charter schools in order to provide opportunities for teachers, parents, and community
members to establish and maintain schools that operate independently of existing schools and
school districts in order to accomplish the following objectives:

e Improve student learning and achievement;

¢ Increase learning opportunities for all students, with special emphasis on
expanded learning experiences for students who are at-risk of academic failure;

¢ Provide parents and students with expanded choices in the types of educational
opportunities that are available within the public school system;

» Create new professional opportunities for teachers, school administrators and
other school personnel;

* Encourage the use of different and innovative teaching methods;

¢ Provide schools with a method to change from rule-based to performance based
accountability systems by holding the schools accountable for meeting
measurable student achievement results, !

When granted, a charter is valid for up to five years. For a school chartered under the Act to
operate beyond the initial charter term, the school must seek and obtain renewal of its charter.’

In order to assist the State University Trustees in their responsibilities under the Charter Schools
Act, the State University Trustees authorized the establishment of the Charter Schools Institute
of the State University of New York. Among its duties, the Charter Schools Institute is charged
with evaluating renewal applications and providing its findings and recommendations to the
State University Trustees.

This report 1s the primary vehicle by which the Institute transmits to the State University
Trustees its findings and recommendation regarding a renewal application. The report’s purpose
is to assist the State University Trustees in evaluating the merits of a school’s renewal
application and more broadly the merits of a school’s case for renewal. The report has been
created and is issued pursuant to the State University Renewal Practices, Policies and
Procedures.’

See § 2850 of the Charter Schools Act of 1998.
: See §§ 2851(4) and 2852 of the Act.

A summary of the State University Renewal Practices, Policies and Procedures (May 20, 2003) is available
at www newvorkcharters,org,
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Statutory and Regulatory Considerations

The Act prescribes specific requirements for a charter school renewal application. Charters may
be renewed, upon application, for a term of up to five years. The Act requires that a school’s
charter renewal application include:

L |

A report of the progress of the charter school in achieving the educational
objectives set forth in its charter;

A detailed financial statement that discloses the cost of administration, instruction
and other spending categories for the charter school that will allow a comparison
of such costs to other schools, both public and private;

Copies of each of the annual reports of the charter school including the charter
school report cards and certified financial statements;

Indications of parent and student satisfaction. *

The Charter Schools Institute’s processes and procedures mirror these requirements and meet the
objectives of the Act.’

As a charter authorizing entity, the State University Trustees can renew a charter for a term of up
to five years so long as the Trustees can make each of the following findings:

The charter school described in the application meets the requirements of the Act
and all other applicable laws, rules and regulations;

The applicant can demonstrate the ability to operate the school in an educationally
and fiscally sound manner; and

Granting the application is likely to improve student learning and achievement
and materially further the purposes of the Act.®

Where the State University Trustees approve a renewal application, they are required under the
Act to submit the application and a proposed charter to the Board of Regents for its review.” The
Regents may approve or return and comment on the proposed charter, ultimately leading to final
approval of the renewal charter either by vote of the Regents or by operation of law.®

4 § 2851(4)

Further explication of these policies and procedures is available on the Charter Schools Institute website.

See http://www.newyorkcharters.org/howto/repewal. html.

6 See § 2852(2) of the Act.
7 See § 2852(5) of the Act.
8 See §§ 2852(5-a) and (5-b) of the Act.
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Process for Renewal

This report contains the findings and recommendations of the Institute regarding a school’s
application for charter renewal. While that renewal process formally commences with
submission of a renewal application, a school must work to make the case for renewal from the
time it is chartered. From its inception, the school must build its case for renewal by setting

educational goals and thereafter implementing a program that will allow them to meet those
goals.

Under the State University’s accountability cycle, a school that is chartered enters into a plan
(the “Accountability Plan™) setting forth the goals for the school’s educational program (and
other measures if the school desires) usually in the first year of the charter. Progress toward each
goal 1s determined by specific measures. Both goals and measures, while tailored in part to each
school’s program, must be consistent with the Institute’s written guidelines. When the
Accountability Plan is in final form, it receives approval from the Institute.

Thereafter, the charter school is required to provide an annual update on its progress in meeting
its Accountability Plan goals (the “Accountability Plan Progress Report™).'® This permits the
school not only the ability to provide all stakeholders with a clear sense of the school’s progress,
but forces the school to focus on specific academic outcomes. In the same vein, both the
Institute and the State Education Department conduct visits to the school on a periodic basis.
The main purpose of the Institute’s visits is to determine the progress the school is making in
implementing successfully a rigorous academic program. Reports and de-briefings for the
school’s board or leadership team are designed to indicate the school’s progress, its strengths and
its weaknesses. Where possible, the Institute provides general advice as to potential avenues for
improvement. To further assist the school in this regard, the Institute contracts with third party,
school inspection experts to conduct a comprehensive third-year visit to the school and to look
specifically at the strength of the school’s case for renewal at that point.

By the start of the fifth year of a school’s charter, it must submit an application for charter
renewal, setting forth the evidence required by law and the State University. Applicant charter
schools are asked to formulate and report evidence of success in answer to four renewal
questions:

o Is the school an academic success?

» [s the school a viable and effective organization?

¢ s the school fiscally sound?

o If the school’s charter is renewed, what are its future plans?

See http://www.newyorkcharters.org/resource/reports html for detailed information on Accountability Plan
guidelines.

See http://www.newyorkcharters.org/fresource/Model%20Progress%20Report 1. pdf for a model
Accountability Plan Progress Report.
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The application is reviewed by staff and staff conducts a desk audit to both gather additional
evidence as well as verify the evidence the school has submitted. This includes examination of
the school’s charter, including amendments, Accountability Plan, Accountability Plan Progress
Reports, Annual Reports and internal documents (such as school handbooks, policies, memos,
newsletters, and board meeting minutes). Institute staff also examine audit reports, budget
materials, and reports generated over the term of the school’s charter both by the Institute and the
State Education Department.

Thereafter, the Institute conducts a multi-day site visit to the school. Based on a review of each
school’s application for charter renewal, a lead member of the Institute’s renewal visit team
works with the school’s leadership to design a visit schedule and request any additional
documentation the team may require to ensure that analysis of the school’s progress is complete
(professional development plans, special education plans, school newsletters, etc.). Renewal visit
team members visit classes, observe lessons, examine student work, sit in on school meetings,
interview staff members and speak informally with students. In addition, the team conducts
extensive interviews with the school’s board of trustees and administrators.

This evidence gathering is structured by a set of benchmarks, paralleling the four renewal
application questions listed above. These benchmarks are linked to the accountability plan
structure, the charter renewal requirements in the Charter Schools Act of 1998; many are also
based on the correlates of effective schools.

During the renewal visit, the Institute’s renewal visit team debriefs regularly to share evidence
and generate analyses as well as determine if more evidence is needed to confirm the school’s
performance against the renewal benchmarks. Through this process, the team generates a set of
preliminary findings which are presented to the school at the end of the renewal visit.

Following the visit, the Institute’s renewal team meets to organize and finalize the analysis of all
evidence generated regarding the school’s performance. The Institute’s renewal benchmarks and
rubrics are discussed, and the lead writer uses the team’s evidence and analysis to generate
comments under each renewal benchmark rubric. The completed rubrics present a focus for
discussion and summary of findings. The rubrics are not used as a scorecard, do not have equal
weight, and support but do not individually or in limited combination provide the aggregate
analysis required for the final renewal recommendation.

The Institute then prepares a draft report and provides a copy to the school for its review and
comment. The draft contains the findings, discussion and the evidence base for those findings,
but does not contain a recommendation. Upon receiving a school’s comment, the Institute
reviews its draft, makes any changes it determines are necessary and appropriate and determines
its findings in their final form. The report is then finalized, recommendations are included, and
copies are provided to the members of the Committee on Charter Schools, the other members of
the State University Board of Trustees and the schools themselves. This report is the product of
that process.

http:www . effectiveschools.com
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READER’S GUIDE

The report contains the following sections: Introduction, Reader’s Guide, School Description,
Findings, Renewal Rubrics, and Recommendation. As the material in the introduction as well as
the School Description speak for themselves, no guidance is provided. Guidance as to the
remaining sections is broken out below.

1.

Findings

The Findings are separated into four sections corresponding to the four questions
that a charter school seeking renewal must answer and must provide evidence
supporting its answer. They are:

s Is the school an academic success?
* s the school a viable and effective organization?
¢ Is the school fiscally sound?

e Ifthe school’s charter is renewed, what are its future plans?

Below each finding is a summary of the evidence supporting the finding. That
evidence is contained in the rubrics included in this report which follow the
findings in this report.

The ordering of the findings, with those regarding academic outcomes and
program first reflect the fact that renewal of a State University authorized charter
is primarily based on a school’s progress towards performance-based goals that
the charter school and the Institute agreed to in the school’s Accountability Plan.
However, while success in meeting these goals is the primary determining factor,
the school’s ability to demonstrate that its educational program as implemented is
effective and that the organization is viable, fiscally stable and in compliance with
applicable law are all important factors. So, too, the school must be able to show
that its plans for the charter renewal term are feasible, reasonable and most of all
achievable.

Rubrics

The evidence supporting each finding is structured and organized by a set of
rubrics known as the Renewal Rubrics. Each rubric contains a performance
benchmark, e.g., the school uses assessment and evaluation data to ensure that the
state performance standards are being met. As noted above, the rubrics are not
used as a scorecard, since the constituent benchmarks do not have equal weight,
do not provide context, and do not indicate future prospects for school
performance. The rubrics do, however, provide a comprehensive picture of the
extent to which an apphicant school met accountability and operational standards.
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3. Recommendation

This section of the report contains the recommendation of the Institute as to the
disposition of the application for charter renewal. Under the State University’s
Renewal Practices, Policies and Procedures, the Institute may make one of the
following types of recommendations:

o Early renewal: available to schools in the fourth year of the charter which
have already made a compelling and unambiguous case for renewal.
Schools that gain early renewal will then have five full years of instruction
before facing renewal again, thus allowing them to concentrate on
instruction and providing them with more ready access to capital markets.

» Short-term planning year renewal: available to schools that have taken
one or more planning years. These schools will be able with limited
review to obtain renewal in order to allow them to gather at least four full
years of data before facing a full-blown renewal review.

s Renewal: available to schools in their fifth year. Schools that have a
compelling and unambiguous case for renewal will be eligible for a
renewal term of five years.

» Renewal with conditions: available to schools that have a compelling and
unambiguous educational record of success but that have material legal,
fiscal or organizational deficiencies that practically cannot be completely
corrected by the time of renewal-—so long as such deficiencies are not
fatal to a determination that the school is fiscally, legally and
organizationally sound.

e Short-term renewal: available to schools in their fitth year that present an
ambiguous or mixed record of educational achievement, but that have
taken concrete steps to correct those deficiencies and such steps are likely
to lead to educational success with additional time. Typically, but not
necessarily, short-term renewal will be for two years. A short-term
renewal may also be coupled with conditions relating to organizational,
fiscal or legal deficiencies.

s Non-renewal: where a school does not present a favorable case for
renewal (short term, conditional, or otherwise), the charter will not be
renewed and the charter will be terminated upon its expiration.

In addition to the recommendation itself (and any conditions made part of that
recommendation), this section also contains the findings required by subdivision
2852(2) of the Education Law, including whether the school, if renewed, 1s likely
to improve student learning and achievement. Each recommendation is the
product of the totality of the evidence gathered.
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SCHOOL DESCRIPTION

The Sisulu Children’s Academy Harlem Public Charter School was approved by the State
University Board of Trustees in July of 1999 and by the Board of Regents in August of that year.
It opened in September 1999 with an enrollment of 247 students in grades K-2.

The school’s original enrollment plans were to add one grade level per year growing 1o a total
enrollment of some 647 students in grades K-6. Facility considerations made this growth plan
impossible. During the term of this charter, the school has operated out of two facilities.
Currently, the schoo! serves 300 children in grades K, 3, 4, and 5. Grades K, 3, and 4 are located
at 115" Street with 5™ grade classes convening in the Police Athletic League located a few
blocks away on Manhattan Avenue.

The school’s founders sought to provide a quality public education alternative for one of the
poorest areas in Manhattan ~ the school is located in Community School District 5. Sisulu
includes the following mission statement in its Accountability Plan:

The mission of the Sisulu Children’s Academy is to become
one of the finest public schools in America. The Academy will be
built on the philosophy that all children can learn and the
Academy will ensure that students meet or exceed New York State
performance standards.

The focus of the Academy will be on the core skills of
reading, language arts and mathematics. The Academy will be
organized to provide an extended day, a high degree of
individualized instruction and an innovative research-based
academic curriculum.

The school contracts with Victory Schools, Inc. for its management. Victory Schools seeks to
improve public education by assisting in the start-up and management of public charter schools
of outstanding quality, particularly those created to serve at-risk students. Built on the premise
that all children can learn, Victory Schools uses an educational program that employs Direct
Instruction, Scott Foresman Reading, Core Knowledge and an extended school day schedule
featuring a strong enrichment component based on thematic curricula.
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FINDINGS

1. Is the School an Academic Success?

Finding I:

Based on available data, the school has not fully attained all

academic goals set forth in its Accountability Plan. However, the school’s
board of irustees has instituted an internal review protocol resulting in an
academic program that shows promise for increasing the academic
achievement of students.

Sisulu struggled to post academic gains as measured by standardized tests
in the early years of its charter. While data from New York State’s 4"
grade English Language Arts and mathematics assessments show
academic gains from 2002 to 2003, standardized test scores on the fowa
Test of Basic Skills show variation in Sisulu’s ability to ensure its students
made academic gains across four years of scores.

Sisulu included in its accountability plan a value-added measure of student
performance. That measure calls for the school to raise student
achievement in each grade level by an average of 3 percentile gains per
vear in both English Language Arts and mathematics on the lowa Test of
Basic Skills. Over the first two years of the school’s charter (1999-2000
and 2000-2001), Sisulu was substantially able to meet this measure. In
2001-2002 and 2002-2003, however, Sisulu substantially failed to meet
this goal. As a result, the school’s academic progress toward meeting its
value-added measure shows mixed results. In English Language Arts, the
school’s scores show the goal was met in four out of nine possible
instances. In mathematics, the school met its goal in six out of eleven
possible instances. The school has experienced a low level of success in
reaching this accountability plan goal.

In its fourth year, however, Sisulu made significant strides in meeting an
absolute measure of increasing the percentage of children passing the New
York State 4 grade English Language Arts (an increase of 10 % from the
previous year) and mathematics assessments {(and increase of 37% from
the previous year). In fact, Sisulu improved performance from having
four percent of students in 4™ grade pass the 2002 New York State
mathematics assessment to 41 percent of students in 4" grade passing the
same assessment in 2003. While this is a strong improvement, it
underscores the percentage of students who have vet to attain State
standards and it is based on limited evidence; two administrations of both
the 4™ grade English Language Arts and mathematics assessments and the
resulting measure of percentage gain from 2002 to 2003. With this strong
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Finding 2:

but imited evidence of success, the school is considered to have made
limited progress toward this accountability plan goal.

In addition to absolute results on the State assessments outlined above,
Sisulu posted notable and consistent progress on New York City’s third
grade English Language Arts and mathematics assessments from 2002 to
2003. In English Language Arts, 28 percent of Sisulu’s third graders
passed the New York City test in 2002. The school improved its
percentage passing rate in 2003 to 37%. This passing rate exceeded both
that of Community School District 5 (22%) and that of “similar schools™
P.S. 149 (29%) and P.S. 180 (8%). P.S. 149 and P.S. 180 were chosen for
comparison purposes, as both schools are similar to Sisulu in demographic
enrollment. In mathematics, 20 percent of Sisulu’s 3 graders passed the

New York City assessment in 2002 improving to 30 percent passing in
2003.

Results from New York State’s 4™ grade mathematics assessment in 2002
and in 2003 indicate that the school’s absolute scores fell below both
similar schools and the district. However, Sisulu’s gain in improving
achievement as measured on that test outpaced both District 5 and P.S.
149,

The school’s board of trustees compiled and analyzed this data in the
fourth year of Sisulu’s charter. The school’s board was disappointed and
dissatisfied with the rate and strength of student academic achievement at
the school. As a result of this analysis, the board rightly determined that
curriculum and instructional changes were required for Sisulu to serve
students in the way envisioned in the school’s mission. The board worked
with its education service provider to refine and revise its curriculum.

The changes identified by the board are currently in place at the school
and are beginning to bear the evidence of academic gains. This evidence
includes the aforementioned gain in performance on the 2003
administration of New York State’s 4™ grade English Language Arts and
mathematics assessments and 3™ grade scores on the New York City
English Language Arts and mathematics assessments. Samples of student
work evaluated during the school’s charter renewal visit also show
evidence of academic improvement. The work of analyzing and
responding to stadent performance data shows the school’s board, current
principal and staff have an internal system of assessment and performance
analysis that the Institute found to be fully functioning and operational at
the time of renewal.

To strengthen students’ ability to meet or exceed the New York
State performance standards, the school’s English Language Arts and
mathematics curriculum and instructional strategies have changed
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significantly in the 5" year of its charter. Both were inadequate in the
earlier years of the school’s charter.

The curriculum analysis led by Sisulu’s board of trustees after its review
of disappointing achievement data, revealed the school’s use of Direct
Instruction for reading and mathematics was not a viable or productive
curticulum choice and was not resulting in student achievement such that
the school could fully meet the academic goals included in its
accountability plan. The school’s board of trustees engaged in an analysis
that included student achievement data, interviews, observations of
classroom instruction, instructional leadership, and assessment practices
and determined changes in curriculum and instructional leadership were
required for the school to succeed in becoming one of the best schools in
the country as indicated in the mission of the school.

While the presentation of reading and decoding skills in Direct Instruction
(which Sisulu used extensively in the early years of its charter) offered a
skill based instructional foundation, the board found it did not provide
students with the comprehension, analysis and synthesis skills required to
understand and compare literature nor to enrich mathematics, writing and
language arts in the manner demanded by State performance standards.
The board also found that the classroom implementation of Direct
Instruction was at times inconsistent and not supported by strong
instructional leadership.

In addition to deciding the school needed a principal with proven
instructional leadership skills, the board determined that the curriculum
should shift to include the Scott-Foresman reading program (a text book
series that provides foundational skills and demands higher levels of
comprehension) while maintaining the use of Direct Instruction for
students struggling to acquire basic reading and decoding skills. In
addition, the board determined the need for a rigorous writing program
and a change from Direct Instruction mathematics to use of the University
of Chicago’s Everyday Mathematics Program. These changes have been
implemented and are producing increasingly stronger evidence of student
learning and achievement.

The board of trustees hired a veteran principal with a strong record of
improving student achievement at New York City’s P.S. 83 in District 11.
Now the school’s principal, this individual is well versed with the school’s
curriculum and spends a significant amount of time in classrooms
monitoring instruction and modeling sound instructional practices. In
addition, teachers meet in grade level teams and after school with the
principal to hone instructional skills, plan lessons, and assess student work
products. The rigor and dedication to success the school staff displays in
these efforts has resulted in volumes of student written work that

10
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2.

demonstrate qualities demanded by New York State performance
standards.

Is the School an Effective, Viable Organization?

Finding 1:

Finding 2:

Though uneven at earlier times in the school’s charter, at the beginning of
the school’s 5" year, the energetic principal and teaching staff have
created an academically focused learning environment,

A series of three individuals served as Sisulu Children’s Academy Harlem
Public Charter School’s principal during the term of this charter. Annual
Institute visit reports and the State Education Department’s third year visit
report indicate the school’s level of instructional rigor, internal assessment
structure, and leadership fluctuated under these personnel changes. The
school currently has a principal who holds demonstrated success in
building academic success in a New York City elementary school. She
has instituted a staff and professional development structure that focuses
unmistakably on maximizing instruction and ensuring students are
equipped with the skills and knowledge required to excel academically.

Sisulu’s current teaching staff clearly articulates the instructional
challenges they face in the classroom and the strengths they are building in
their commitment to professional development. Teachers at the school are
focused on meeting the learning needs of Sisulu’s children. Staff
commitment is evident both in interviews about expectations for student
success and in the amount of time and energy teachers devote to designing
and executing lessons that are likely to lead to improved academic
achievement for their children. Teachers display a real commitment to
ensuring student academic success through their words and actions. Eager
attendance at professional development sessions and constant analysis of
maturing strengths in instructional practice is a hallmark of the school’s
current teaching staff. Common curriculum plans link classroom lessons
to State performance standards. Classrooms are generally orderly and
reflect high expectations for student behavior and achievement.

The school has yet to fulfill its mission to become one of the finest schools
in the country. The school is on its way to implementing key design
elements, especially in the areas of teaching and learning.

Though Sisulu achieved academic gains in the early years of its charter,
the strength and consisteney of those gains flagged during the school’s
third year. In the later years of its charter, Sisulu posted academic gains
that show it can, with continuing instructional leadership and strong focus
on English Language Arts and mathematics, fulfill its mission. Most
promising are the gains in student test scores and the volume and guality

11



Sisulu Children’s Academy Harlem Public Charter Scheol Renewal Report

Finding 3:

of student work in evidence during the renewal visit and a follow up visit
in December 2003. In addition, the school is using a system of internally
developed tests in English Language Arts and mathematics. These tests
are explicitly linked to the requirements in the New York State
performance standards and are administered on a weekly and/or monthly
basis. Teachers evaluate individual student progress and record and
analyze the progress of entire classes toward meeting or exceeding State
performance standards. '

While Sisulu has not fully implemented certain key design elements, e.g.,
the school’s ¢ivic program is embryonic at best, these failures must be
viewed in context of the school’s purposeful decision to focus on
implementing those design elements that were most important to
improving academic achievement. These include effective instruction and
student achievement in the critical areas of reading, writing, and
mathematics. As such, Sisulu now provides an academically focused after
school program three days a week and has this year instituted a Saturday
academic enrichment program. In addition, Sisulu has successfully
implemented thematic units that are linked to State performance standards
and are based on E.D. Hirsch’s Core Knowledge Curriculum.

The level, volume and rigor of student written work available at the school
supports the Institute’s determination that the school now has a fully
functioning and operational level of curriculum and instruction.

In the latter portion of its charter term, the school’s board of trustees is
providing sirong leadership in assessing and revising the school’s
academic program as well as its financial position.

During the fourth year of its charter, the Sisulu board of trustees examined
the school’s progress toward the academic goals included in its
accountability plan and determined the school was not well on its way to
fulfilling the mission the founders and board envisioned for the children at
Sisulu. In addition to examining data from standardized tests, the board
formed an Academic Committee that observed in classrooms, examined
student work, and held frank discussions with its education service
provider, Victory Schools. The board concluded that curriculum and
personnel changes were required if the school hoped to meet the goals set
forth in its original charter application and accountability plan. It then
worked with Victory to implement the necessary changes it had identified.

The board continues to work diligently on the school’s academic program
while focusing on identifying a solution to high facility costs and the
ensuing fiscal constraints they impose. In addition to reorganizing the
enrollment and growth pattern of the school and negotiating with its
educational service provider to provide pro bono services, the board of

12
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Finding 4:

Finding 5:

trustees is also seeking facility options that will lower the school’s capital
costs. While working to negotiate a more favorable lease agreement on
the existing facility, the board is also seeking space that may be available
through the New York City Department of Education should the school’s
charter be renewed.

In the final years of its charter, Sisulu’s board of trustees articulated a
unified and consistent commitment to the mission of the school. Its
exemplary focus on increasing student achievement, support of its current
instructional leader, and work in creating viable facility options to
strengthen the school’s fiscal position reveal a board with effective
leadership that is fully functioning and operational.

Overall, there is strong evidence of student and parent satisfaction.

Sisulu’s enrollment has held steady over the life of its charter. Each year
of its charter, the school has maintained a waiting list of students hoping to
enroll. Surveys conducted in each year of the charter show that Sisulu
Children’s Academy Harlem Public Charter School’s responding parents
and students believe the school compares favorably to other public schools
and rate strongly the school’s overall performance. Respondents cite the
dedication of the school’s board, the educational opportunities, art, and the
science programs as some of the reasons they chose Sisulu. Over the life
of the charter, response rates to parent surveys have fluctuated with some
years showing a small percentage of surveys returned. Even with the
vicissitudes in parent survey response rates, available evidence suggests
that the school is fully functioning with regard to its goal of providing an
education that satisfies the parents choosing Sisulu for their child’s
education.

The school has been, and presently appears to be, generally in substantial
compliance with applicable laws and regulations.

The school has complied with all reporting requirements including
academic accountability, submission of financial documents, audits,
grants, enrollment documents, and board meeting minutes. A review of
Institute files, board documents and interviews with members of Sisulu’s
board of trustees show the board’s awareness of applicable laws and
regulations and an overall record of compliance with such over the life of
the charter.'

1ZRecords indicate that the school billed the district for ineligible special education services during the 2002-03
school year and potentially during the two previous school years as well. These practices have been discontinued
and corrective steps have been implemented by the school and its management company. The Institute is continuing
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3.

- Is the School Fiscally Sound?

Finding 1:

'
i

Finding 2:

Sisulu is a marginally viable entity from a purely fiscal standpoint.

During the term of the existing charter, Sisulu has held to a small school
enroliment and has provided instruction in two facilities located a few
blocks apart as it was unable to locate a facility large enough to house the
enrollment set forth in its original charter. Even with the use of two
facilities, the school was unable to locate space that allowed the growth
envisioned in its original charter. Operating the school out of two
facilities provided no economies of scale and indeed forced the school to
incur some duplicative administrative costs over the life of the school.

Despite the need to devote a large percentage of revenue in order to
maintain two facilities, Sisulu has maintained a nominally balanced budget
throughout the life of its charter. [ts ability to do so has been dependent
upon Victory Schools first deferring fees (as required by the management
contract) and later agreeing to provide services on a pro bono basis. As
such, while the school was not operating on a balanced budget under the
accrual method of accounting, it did not experience an operating deficit.
At present, the existing management contract with Victory Schools
requires Victory to provide its services on a pro bono basis through the
2004-2005 school vear.

Accordingly, the school’s financial position remains delicate and
dependent upon reducing its facilities costs as well as the continuation of
its pro bono agreement for provision of services with Victory Schools.

The School follows generally accepted accounting practices and has had
successful audits for four straight fiscal years.

For each of the school years 1999-00, 2000-01, 2001-02 and 2002-03, the
school’s audit has not indicated any material findings and no management
letters were issued. In each of those years, the audit report contained the
auditor’s unqualified opinion that the financial statements were in
conformance with generally accepted accounting principles. The school
has displayed an exemplary level of development in this area.

its inquiry into the scope and nature of the billing discrepancies and may reguire that additional corrective steps be
undertaken.
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4. What Are the School’s Plans for the Renewal Period and Are They
Reasonable, Feasible and Achievable?

Finding 1:

Sisulu Children’s Academy Harlem Public Charter School has submitted
academic plans for the term of a next charter that are reasonable,
feasible, and achievable.

As presented in the renewal application, the curriculum proposed for the
term of a future charter contains an appropriate level of rigor and depth to
enable students to succeed in meeting the New York State performance
standards for grades K-5. If well implemented, the English Language Arts
curriculum, especially in the nexus created by the use of a challenging
reading program, the Core Knowledge curriculum and a strong writing
program, are likely to provide Sisulu’s students a strong foundation for
success as measured by the New York State 4™ grade assessment.

Research on the effectiveness of the school’s mathematics curriculum
(Everyday Mathematics) shows some evidence of its ability to increase
student achievement on state tests in Massachusetts, Pennsylvania, Illinois
and Florida.”® This research is tempered, however by the findings in
studies reported by New York University that students experiencing
mathematics instruction using the Everyday Mathematics curriculum
should receive supplemental instruction in learning and memorizing the
algorithms (basic mathematical operations and facts) critical to
computational and problem solving success.'* Sisulu is currently
providing some supplementation to the Everyday Mathematics curriculum
in the form of classroom activities, weekly and monthly assessments that
measure student progress and ability in mastering addition, subtraction,
multiplication and division algorithms and facts.

The English Language Arts and mathematics curriculum discussed above
is a continuation of the curriculum currently in place at the school. Of
course, curriculum outlines and written plans, no matter how well laid out,
do not ensure student success in meeting the State’s academic
performance standards. Critical o the continued growth of the academic
program at the school are the efforts of the principal and staff in building a
consistent level of instructional leadership, rigor, curriculum delivery, and
classroom based assessment that directly link to the State’s measures of

 This research was conducted and reported by S.R.A. International, the publisher of Everyday Mathematics. The
research downloaded on December 3, 2003 at:
http://www sraonline. com/index. php/home/curriculumsolutions/mathematics/emfirstedition/studentachievement/ 729

* See www.math.nyu.edu

15



Sisulu Children’s Academy Harlem Public Charter School Renewal Report

Finding 2:

student academic performance. The school’s future success in this area is
dependent upon its ability to sustain its current leve! of instructional
leadership and retain teachers facile in instruction and curriculum delivery.

The proposed accountability plan measures presented by Sisulu in its
charter renewal application are largely appropriate. The Institute will
work with the school to refine and finalize accountability plan measures
for the term of a next charter school should the school’s charter be
renewed.

With the pre-condition that the school successfully implement its plans,
the Institute believes the school’s academic plans for the term of a future
charter are reasonable, feasible and achievable.

The school faces challenges in regards fo maintaining its fiscal viabiliry.

Looking forward, Sisulu’s long term fiscal stability relies on its ability to
diminish its facilities costs and enter into a viable agreement regarding
costs associated with its education service provider, Victory Schools.

The school’s future fiscal stability will depend on its ability to negotiate
more favorable lease terms at its existing facility or to reach an agreement
with the New York City Department of Education whereby Sisulu can
take advantage of the lower cost space the Department may have
available. In addition, Sisulu is seeking the opportunity to participate in
the federal charter school facilities financing demonstration project that
would allow the school additional opportunities to reduce facility costs.

The Sisulu board of trustees will also need to pursue an agreement with its
education service provider continuing Victory School’s commitment to
assist in operating the school in a manner that does not threaten its fiscal
viability after the current agreement ends 2005. While the financial and
facility issues facing the school are challenging, they are not insoluble. In
its application for charter renewal, Sisulu presents a plan to scale back
enrollment thereby reducing facilities costs. This, in conjunction with the
pro bono contributions of its education service provider through 2005 and
the anticipated reduction in facilities costs make the schools plans for a
future charter reasonable, feasible and achievable.
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RECOMMENDATION

Based on the findings explicated above and supported by evidence gathered over the five year
term of the school’s charter, the Institute recommends that Sisulu Children’s Academy Harlem
Public Charter School’s charter agreement with the State University of New York’s Board of
Trustees be renewed for a period of two years.

This recommendation is appropriate as the school’s record of educational achievement during the
term of its first charter is mixed. Standardized test scores on the Towa Test of Basic Skills show
small increases in student learning from 1999 to 2001. However, performance on the same
measure dropped dramatically from 2001-2003. They reveal that students attending Sisulu for
one year posted a gain of six percentiles; for two years a gain of four percentiles; and students
who attended Sisulu for three years posted a decline of four percentiles.

Measures of the school’s absolute gains in performance show that from 2002-2003 all students
tested in grade four gained 14 Performance Index points on the 4" grade New York state English
Language Arts assessment and 66 Performance Index points on the 4" grade New York state
mathematics assessment. In the same time period, the school made a nine point gain on the New
York City 3" grade English Language Arts assessment and a 10 point gain in the New York City
3" grade mathematics assessment. These gains are notable, but in context reveal the distance
remaining between the current academic attainment of Sisulu’s students and the school’s goal of
becoming “one of the finest schools in America.”

The level and rigor of classroom instruction and student work observed by the Charter Schools
Institute and the State Education Department varied over the term of the school’s charter as well.
While some end of year reports by both the Institute and the State Education Department cite
promising student work, other reports note low levels of rigor in classroom instruction and
student academic work.

As outlined in the Findings and Rubrics in this report, the renewal visit confirmed that the school
has implemented, in both its Jeadership structure and its classrooms, concrete steps which the
Institute finds are likely to continue the nascent educational successes posted at the end of the
school’s current charter. A renewal of two years will allow the school to stabilize its teaching
staff, instructional delivery, and allow it to gather and report additional evidence that the Sisulu
Children’s Academy Harlem Public Charter School continues to build a record of improving
student learning and achievement.

Sisulu Children’s Academy Harlem Public Charter School has in place an effective governance
structure, evidence of parent satisfaction with the school’s program, and has operated in a
fiscally viable manner during the term of its first charter. The school’s continued fiscal viability
depends on its ability to craft a facility solution that does not impose the financial constraints of
the school’s current lease and does not require the school to accept pro bono services from its
educational service provider. A renewal period of two years allows the school time to concretize

17
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its fiscal viability through renegotiating of its existing lease, locating a new facility, or
negotiating an extended agreement for pro bono services from its educational service provider.

The Sisulu Children’s Academy Harlem Public Charter School meets the requirements of the
Charter Schools Act and all other applicable laws, rules and regulations. The school has
demonstrated the ability to operate the school in an educationally and fiscally sound manner.
Renewal of the school’s charter for two years is likely to improve student learning and
achievement and further the purposes of the Charter Schools Act.

The Institute therefore recommends that Sisulu Children’s Academy Harlem Public Charter

School’s charter agreement with the State University Board of Trustees be approved for a two
year charter renewal that allows the school to serve 300 students in grades K-5.

18
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