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	SUBJECT

Request by the Alvina Elementary Charter School District to Renew its Charter as an All-Charter District.
	 FORMCHECKBOX 

	Action

	
	 FORMCHECKBOX 

	Information

	
	 FORMCHECKBOX 

	Public Hearing


	RECOMMENDATION

	The California Department of Education (CDE) recommends that the State Board of Education (SBE) approve the Alvina Elementary Charter School District (AECSD) request and renew the charter as an all-charter district for an additional five-year term commencing on July 1, 2005, and continuing to June 30, 2010.


	SUMMARY OF PREVIOUS STATE BOARD OF EDUCATION DISCUSSION AND ACTION

	Pursuant to California Education Code (EC) Section 47606, a school district may convert all of its schools to charter schools provided certain conditions are met and the charter petition meets the general requirements for charter schools. Further, a petition for an all-charter district can be approved only by joint action of the State Superintendent of Public Instruction (SSPI) and the SBE. At its March 1999 meeting, the SBE approved a process for reviewing and renewing district wide charter petitions. To date, the SSPI and SBE have approved eight all-charter districts:  Pioneer Union Elementary School District in Kings County, Kingsburg Joint Union Elementary School District in Fresno County, Delta View Joint Union School District in Kings County, Hickman Community Charter District in Stanislaus County, Island Union School District in Kings County, Kings River-Hardwick Union Elementary School District in Kings County, Jacoby Creek Elementary School District in Humboldt County, and Alvina Elementary School District in Fresno County. The SBE has previously authorized five-year renewals for Kingsburg Joint Union Elementary School District (May 2001), Pioneer Union Elementary School District (May 2004), Kings River-Hardwick Union Elementary School District (May 2004), Delta View Joint Union Elementary School District (May 2004), Hickman Community Charter District (January 2005), and Jacoby Creek Elementary School District (March 2005).

The SBE and the SSPI jointly approved the original AECSD petition to become an all-charter district in July 2000 for a five-year term.


	SUMMARY OF KEY ISSUES

	Pursuant to EC Section 47607, a charter granted by the SBE, may be granted one or more subsequent renewals. Each renewal shall be for a period of five years. Renewals and material revisions of charters shall be governed by the standards and criteria in EC sections 47605 and 47607. On February 23, 2005, the California Department of Education (CDE) received a written request from the AECSD to renew its charter as an all-charter district. AECSD serves approximately 200 students (kindergarten through eighth grade) at a single school site located in Fresno County. 

CDE staff conducted a comprehensive site visit review of the AECSD in January 2005. The CDE Charter Schools Division also reviewed documents submitted by the AECSD including an updated charter, specific alternative public school attendance agreements, AECSD board minutes, and a positive financial certification from the Fresno County Office of Education. The following revisions have been incorporated into the charter to reflect changes in the law, updating of performance outcomes, and improvements based upon experience gained during the first five years of operating under the charter:  

Curriculum and Instructional Design
· (Page 7) Core curriculum areas have been defined as English/Language Arts, Math, and Social Studies for grades kindergarten through three.

· (Page 8 - #3) The essential elements of the educational design have been revised to include the development of a scaffolding framework for curriculum and instruction which includes: (a) an emphasis on early literacy and basic skills in grades kindergarten through three; (b) an emphasis on the transition from a skill focus to a highly integrated meaning-centered curriculum for students in grades four and five; and (c) emphasis on the application of learning to real world situations with a project based orientation in grades six through eight. 

· (Page 8 - #4) The essential elements of the educational design have been revised to include an increase in time devoted to curricular mapping, cross-grade level meetings, analysis of assessment data and other professional development opportunities for staff with use of flexible scheduling to facilitate optimal participation. 

Plan for English Learners/English Language Development
· (Page 10) The charter now identifies use of the SRA/Open Court Reading Series for primary grades and the High Point Series for grades four through eight to be used for English language instruction in conjunction with the English Language Learner state adopted materials. 

Measurable Student Outcomes
· (Page 12) Specific requirements have been defined in the charter as the standard for eighth grade graduation.

· (Page 12) A new performance outcome has been added to the charter establishing that students identified as English Language Learners will attain English proficiency as measured by the CELDT test at or above the annual rate determined by the State.

Obtaining Growth Targets on the Academic Performance Index

· (Page 13) The plan for maintaining and improving recent student results on the Academic Performance Index (API) has been expanded to include the development of reflective strategies for analyzing assessment, identifying data sharing and improving instructional practices. 
Dispute Resolution

· (Page 21) The description of dispute resolution policies and procedures has been updated to reflect SBE approved procedures to be followed by the charter school and the entity granting the charter to resolve disputes relating to provisions of the charter, as required by EC Section 47605(b)(5)(N).
Closure Protocol
· (Page 28) A description of the protocol to be followed should the district lose its charter status has been added to the charter in response to EC Section 47605(b)(5)(P).
Based upon site visit findings and an analysis of the charter, renewal documents and performance data, CDE staff has determined that the district is operating in accordance with the law and the terms of its charter. Staff has also determined that the updated charter meets all requirements of the law, reflects performance-based improvements, and provides for greater accountability.

AB 1137 amended EC Section 47607 to establish new performance requirements that must be met by charter schools prior to renewal. Commencing on January 1, 2005, or after a charter school has been in operation for four years, whichever is later, a charter school shall meet at least one of five specified criteria prior to receiving a charter renewal. Based upon Academic Performance Index (API) data for the past three years, AECSD meets the minimum standards required prior to charter renewal as specified in EC Section 47607(b) (Attachment 2).

As part of the evaluation of API data, staff noted two areas of concern related to performance over the term of the current charter. The first was a notable drop in performance from year one to year two relative to achieving their growth target (See Attachment 2). District staff attributes this drop to a 26 percent increase in enrollment, the loss of three teachers (3 of 10), the hiring of a new superintendent, and a change in the instructional delivery design for middle grade students.

The second area of concern is the decline in State and similar school rankings. Policy and Evaluation Division staff confirms that small schools are highly vulnerable to year-to-year demographic changes that impact on the formulas used for ranking. Most of the variables in the formula are beyond the direct control of the school and in the case of AECSD, changes in school mobility, average parent education level, English learners, and participants in free or reduced price lunch generated a list of slightly better demographically similar schools which consequently lowered their ranking.

Staff finds that the District has provided a reasonable explanation for the 2001-02 drop in API performance and that measures have been taken both under the current charter and in the revised charter to improve academic performance. Staff also finds that although statewide and similar school rankings should be given some consideration in evaluating the performance of the District, these measures should not be unduly weighted given the size of the school. The AECSD API is higher than the State average and is also higher than the API of the surrounding districts that students might otherwise attend. With the exception of 2001-02, the school has dramatically exceeded their subgroup growth targets for Hispanic or Latino and Socioeconomically Disadvantaged students in every year since being chartered. The District has also met its Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) criteria for the past three years.

In accordance with general provisions in the EC Section 47604.32, CDE staff shall conduct annual site visits, monitor the fiscal condition of AECSD, and ensure compliance with all reporting requirements and provisions of the charter. CDE staff will also continue to monitor AECSD academic performance including subgroup data.

The Advisory Commission on Charter Schools (ACCS) reviewed and recommended approval of the AECSD renewal request at their March 14, 2005, meeting. In consideration of the CDE staff findings and the recommendation of the ACCS, the SSPI has approved the AECSD renewal request as per the requirements for joint approval in EC Section 47606.


	FISCAL ANALYSIS (AS APPROPRIATE)

	The Fresno County Office of Education has provided a Positive Financial Certification for AECSD. CDE staff has confirmed that AECSD has complied with all fiscal reporting requirements. Being a renewal, there is no additional CDE staff workload associated with approval of this request.


	ATTACHMENT(S)

	Attachment 1:
The Alvina Elementary Charter School District charter petition and supporting documents (130 Pages) (This attachment is not available for Web viewing. A printed copy is available for viewing in the State Board of Education office.)

Attachment 2:
California Department of Education Findings (6 Pages) 


California Department of Education Findings

Related to the Alvina Elementary Charter School District

Request to Renew its Charter as an All-Charter District
Background

Alvina Elementary Charter School District (AECSD) is a small, single site school district located in Fresno County near the town of Caruthers. The school, with ten classrooms, serves approximately 200 students in grades kindergarten through eight. During the 1999-2000 school year, this District faced the possibility of a merger with a larger school district. In order to maintain their academic autonomy and small school culture, parents, teachers, and the board pursued district-wide charter status as an alternative to the unification proposal. The State Superintendent of Public Instruction (SSPI) and the State Board of Education (SBE) jointly approved the original AECSD petition in July 2000 for a five-year term. Pursuant to California Education Code (EC) Section 47607, a charter granted by a school district governing board, a county board of education, or the SBE, may be granted one or more subsequent renewals by that entity. Each renewal shall be for a period of five years.
In November 2004, a community forum was held in the district to promote involvement from stakeholders in the preparation of the renewal application. The preparation of the application was delegated to the School Site Advisory Council consisting of parents, certificated and classified staff representatives, as well as representation from administration. Student officers on the Youth Council also reviewed and made recommendations for the charter renewal. The charter has been reformatted to reflect the SBE approved model application format. Additional revisions to the charter are identified elsewhere in these findings. The AECSD school board approved the renewal application in February 2005. On February 23, 2005, the California Department of Education (CDE) received the official request to renew the AECSD charter and a revised charter with supporting documents.

The review of the AECSD renewal request by CDE staff was conducted in accordance with the requirements specified in EC Section 47607 and the SBE Adopted Process for Reviewing Districtwide Charter Petitions and Evaluating All-Charter Districts. Renewals and material revisions of charters are governed by the standards and criteria in EC sections 47605 and 47607. As part of the renewal process, CDE staff determines if the district is operating in accordance with the law and terms of its original charter, specifically those terms required by EC Section 47605.

Compliance with law and terms of the charter

CDE staff conducted a comprehensive site visit of the AECSD in January 2005. The CDE Charter Schools Division also reviewed documents submitted by the AECSD including an updated charter, specific alternative public school attendance agreements, AECSD Board minutes, and a positive financial certification from the Fresno County Office of Education. Staff analyzed available AECSD Academic Performance Index (API) data and Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) reports for the past five years including subgroup data. Results of the most recent Coordinated Compliance Review (CCR) indicate that AECSD is in compliance with all state and federal programs.

Finding 1: Based upon site visit findings, analysis of available data, and review of the documents submitted by the District, CDE finds that the AECSD all-charter district is meeting all the standards and criteria as required in EC Section 47605 and is operating in accordance with the law and terms of its charter. Two signed alternative attendance agreements with neighboring districts are in place, and the County Office of Education concurs with the District’s positive financial certification and ability to meet financial obligations for the current year and subsequent two years.

Academic Performance 

AB 1137 amended EC Section 47607 to establish new minimum performance requirements that must be met by charter schools prior to renewal. Commencing on January 1, 2005, or after a charter school has been in operation for four years, whichever is later, a charter school shall meet at least one of the following five specified criteria prior to receiving a charter renewal: 

1) Attained its API growth target in the prior year or in two of the last three years, or in the aggregate for the prior three years.

2) Ranked in deciles 4 to 10, inclusive, on the API in the prior year or in two of the last three years.

3) Ranked in deciles 4 to 10, inclusive, on the API for a demographically comparable school in the prior year or in two of the last three years.

4) The entity that granted the charter determines that the academic performance of the charter school is at least equal to the academic performance of the public schools that the charter school pupils would otherwise have been required to attend, as well as the academic performance of the schools in the school district in which the charter school is located, taking into account the composition of the pupil population that is served at the charter school.

5) Has qualified for an alternative accountability system pursuant to subdivision (h) of EC Section 52052.

Finding 2: Based upon API data for the past three years, the academic performance of AECSD meets the minimum criteria for renewal specified in EC Section 47607(b). 

Other Performance Related Information

	API/AYP Over Life of Charter

	
	Base
	Growth Target
	Growth
	Met Target
	Met AYP
	State Rank
	Sim. School

	2000 - 2001
	689
	695 (+6)
	718 (+29)
	Yes 
	n/a
	6
	5

	2001 - 2002
	720
	724 (+4)
	705 (-15)
	No
	Yes
	5
	2

	2002 - 2003
	691
	696 (+5)
	695 (+4)
	No
	Yes
	4
	3

	2003 - 2004
	696
	701 (+5)
	712 (+16)
	Yes
	Yes
	5
	2

	2004 - 2005
	705
	710 (+5)
	


As part of the evaluation of API data, staff noted two areas of concern related to performance over the term of the current charter. After a relatively impressive increase in their API score the first year of the charter, there was a notable drop in the second year (see above). District staff attributes this drop to the following four factors:

1) There was a significant increase in enrollment for the 2001-02 program year. In 2000-2001 the cumulative enrollment was 180 (P2 attendance report). For 2001-02, the cumulative enrollment increased to 243 (26 percent increase).

2) In 2001-02 there was a 30 percent (3 of10) turnover rate among teachers due to resignations for personal reasons.

3) During this same time frame, a new superintendent was hired resulting in a change in educational leadership.

4) During the 2001-02 school year, the instructional delivery design of the curriculum for middle grade students was changed from a self-contained classroom approach to departmentalization. The school went back to a self-contained classroom approach for these students in January 2003.
Experience has shown that, especially among conversion schools, it is relatively common for academic performance to initially spike upward after chartering and then drop off slightly. In recent years, AECSD’s API shows renewed improvement. They only missed their growth target by one in 2002-03 and in 2003-04 they exceeded the target by eleven. The AECSD API is higher than the State average and is also higher than the API of the surrounding districts that students might otherwise attend. It is especially encouraging to note that, with the exception of 2001-02, the school has dramatically exceeded their subgroup growth targets for Hispanic or Latino and Socioeconomically Disadvantaged students in every year since being chartered. The district has also met its AYP criteria for the past three years.

The second area of concern noted by staff is the apparent decline in State and Similar School ranking. Charter Schools Division staff sought the opinion of staff in the Policy and Evaluation Division to gain a better understanding of why this might occur. Little change in the API Base is one factor that directly affects ranking. More importantly, small schools are highly vulnerable to demographic changes that impact on the formulas used for ranking. This is especially true for the similar school ranking where even slight changes in a school’s demographic profile may generate an entirely different list of “similar” schools from across the State. Most of the variables in the formula are beyond the direct control of the school and in the case of AECSD, changes in school mobility, average parent education level, English learners, and participants in free or reduced price lunch generated a list of slightly better schools and consequently lowered their ranking. Given the volatility of the formula and the fact that almost all of the factors are beyond the direct control of the school, staff is of the opinion that in the case of small schools, State and Similar School ranking should not be unduly weighted in consideration of overall performance. 

Finding 3:  Staff finds that the district has provided a reasonable explanation for the 2001-02 drop in API performance and that measures have been taken both under the current charter and in the revised charter to improve academic performance. Staff also finds that although statewide and similar school rankings should be given some consideration in evaluating the performance of the District, these measures should not be unduly weighted given the size of the school. The API for Alvina Elementary is improving and it is among the best performing elementary schools in this geographic area. The District has consistently met all AYP criteria. CDE staff will continue to monitor academic performance including subgroup data.

Charter Revisions
The charter has been reformatted consistent with SBE model application format. This reformatting has resulted in some rewording or reorganization of information, but such alterations have not materially changed the intent, content, description, or assurances in the original charter. Minor revisions have also been incorporated into the charter to reflect changes in the law, updated performance outcomes and improvements based upon experience gained during the first five years of operating under the charter. These revisions are summarized as follows: 

Curriculum and Instructional Design 

· (Page 7) Core curriculum areas have been defined as English/Language Arts, Math, and Social Studies for grades kindergarten through three.

· (Page 8 - #3) The essential elements of the educational design have been revised to include the development of a scaffolding framework for curriculum and instruction which includes: (a) an emphasis on early literacy and basic skills in grades kindergarten through three; (b) an emphasis on the transition from a skill focus to a highly integrated meaning-centered curriculum for students in grades four and five; and (c) emphasis on the application of learning to real world situations with a project based orientation in grades six through eight. 

· (Page 8 - #4) The essential elements of the educational design have been revised to include an increase in time devoted to curricular mapping, cross-grade level meetings, analysis of assessment data and other professional development opportunities for staff with use of flexible scheduling to facilitate optimal participation. 

Plan for English Learners/English Language Development  

· (Page 10) The charter now identifies use of the SRA/Open Court Reading Series for primary grades and the High Point Series for grades four through eight to be used for EL instruction in conjunction with the ELL state adopted materials. 

Measurable Student Outcomes 

· (Page 12) Specific requirements have been defined in the charter as the standard for eighth grade graduation.

· (Page 12) A new performance outcome has been added to the charter establishing that students identified as English Learners will attain English proficiency as measured by the CELDT test at or above the annual rate determined by the State.

Obtaining Growth Targets on the Academic Performance Index 

· (Page 13) The plan for maintaining and improving recent student results on the API has been expanded to include the development of reflective strategies for analyzing assessment, identifying data sharing and improving instructional practices. 
Dispute Resolution 

· (Page 21) The description of dispute resolution policies and procedures has been updated to reflect SBE approved procedures to be followed by the charter school and the entity granting the charter to resolve disputes relating to provisions of the charter, as required by EC Section 47605(b)(5)(N).
Closure Protocol 

· (Page 28) A description of the protocol to be followed should the district lose its charter status has been added to the charter in response to EC Section 47605(b)(5)(P).
Conclusion and Recommendation

Staff feels compelled to note that single school districts desiring to be chartered do not have the alternative of authorizing a single school within the district. It is an all or nothing proposition and may only be jointly authorized by the SSPI and the SBE. It should also be noted that small schools are especially vulnerable to demographic changes in the pupil population that may impact the reliability of comparing pupil performance on a year-to-year basis. 

Based upon staff review and analysis it is evident that the parents, teachers, students, staff, administrators, and the district board of AECSD strongly support chartering as the means to create an educational structure and climate that (1) offers parents a school of choice, (2) provides a safe and caring school environment, (3) nurtures student’s development, and (4) personalizes the school structure through small class size, grades kindergarten through eight. All constituent groups have collectively developed and approved the charter for renewal based on an evaluation of past performance and examination of future educational goals, objectives and instructional strategies that focus on student growth and achievement.

Staff finds that the AECSD has made good progress toward operationalizing the intent of charter school law as it may be applied to districts, is operating in accordance with the law and terms of its charter, and has met the performance criteria for renewal pursuant to EC Section 47607(b). Therefore, CDE recommends approval of the AECSD request and renewal of the charter as an all-charter district for a five-year term commencing in June 2005 and extending to June 2010.
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