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Item #06
Subject
Renewal Petition for the Establishment of a Charter School under the oversight of the State Board of Education: Consideration of Ridgecrest Charter School, which was denied by the Sierra Sands Unified School District.
Type of Action
Action, Information
Summary of the Issue
Ridgecrest Charter School (RCS) is currently a State Board of Education (SBE)-authorized charter school, with a charter term that expires June 30, 2019. RCS has been under the authorization of the SBE since December 2000.
Pursuant to California Education Code (EC) Section 47605(k)(3), which requires an SBE-authorized charter school to submit a renewal petition to the authority that originally denied the charter, the RCS submitted a renewal petition to the Sierra Sands Unified School District (SSUSD). On October 11, 2018, the SSUSD denied the renewal petition by a vote of five to zero. 
If a governing board of a school district denies a renewal petition for an SBE-authorized charter school, EC Section 47605(k)(3) permits the charter school to submit the renewal petition directly to the SBE.
The RCS petitioner submitted a petition on appeal to the SBE on December 3, 2018.
Proposed Recommendation
The California Department of Education (CDE) proposes to recommend that the SBE hold a public hearing to deny the request to renew RCS, a transitional kindergarten (TK) through grade eight charter school, under the oversight of the SBE, based on the CDE’s findings pursuant to EC sections 47605(b)(1) and California Code of Regulations, Title 5 (5 CCR) Section 11967.5.1.
The RCS petitioner does not meet the renewal criteria and does not present a sound educational program as they do not perform, overall, at least equal to its comparable district schools where the majority of RCS pupils would otherwise attend.
Additionally, the RCS petition does not include the necessary language for Element 1–Educational Program, Element 2–Measurable Pupil Outcomes, and Element 5–Employee Qualifications. 
Brief History
RCS has been under the authorization of the SBE since December 2000. RCS began operations in the 2001–02 school year (SY), and after three years, the charter was renewed for a five-year term by the SBE. RCS was the first SBE-authorized charter school to be considered for renewal by the SBE. 
Currently, RCS operates a TK through grade eight school serving 480 pupils. RCS is located in a small community in the high desert area near the China Lake Naval Weapons Station. RCS intends to serve 576 pupils in grades TK through grade eight in 2019–2020 and 627 pupils in grades TK through grade eight by 2023–24. 
RCS is currently located within the SSUSD on a private facility located at 325 S. Downs Street in Ridgecrest. 
Renewal Criteria
EC Section 47607 set forth grounds for denying a renewal petition.
1. The authority that granted the charter shall consider increases in pupil academic achievement for all groups of pupils served by the charter school as the most important factor determining whether to grant a charter renewal. 
2. 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.
RCS does not perform, overall, at least equal to its comparable district schools where the majority of RCS pupils would otherwise attend.
CDE’s Review of Renewal Criteria Under EC Section 47607
The CDE selected five schools where pupils would otherwise be required to attend and are comparable in that they have similar enrollment for similar subgroups of Hispanic/Latino, White, socioeconomically disadvantaged (SED), English Learners (ELs), and pupils with disabilities. 
The CDE has determined that the California Assessment of Student Performance and Progress (CAASPP) data demonstrates that RCS does not perform at least equal to the schools where pupils would otherwise be required to attend for all pupils schoolwide and among significant subgroups pursuant to EC Section 47607. 
The following table shows the percent of pupils that met/exceeded standards on the 2014–15, 2015–16, 2016–17, and 2017–18 CAASPP assessments for English language arts (ELA) and mathematics for RCS and the CDE-chosen comparable schools that pupils would otherwise attend.
An asterisk (*) denotes that the CDE-chosen comparison school was on both of the lists for district and petitioner-chosen comparison schools.
CDE-chosen Comparable Schools CAASPP Results (Percent Meets/Exceeds Standards)
	School
	2014–15 ELA
	2014–15
Math 
	2015–16 ELA
	2015–16 Math
	2016–17 ELA
	2016–17 Math
	2017–18 ELA
	2017–18 Math

	RCS
	35
	31
	40
	33
	28.62
	28.27
	29.34
	25.00

	Faller Elementary*
	35
	31
	37
	33
	42.72
	34.65
	46.57
	31.22

	Las Flores Elementary* 
	56
	42
	59
	41
	59.22
	41.63
	55.96
	44.85

	James Monroe Middle*
	38
	22
	38
	22
	37.68
	21.49
	33.19
	19.66

	Murray Middle*
	58
	38
	50
	39
	54.08
	39.97
	47.11
	35.84

	Richmond Elementary*
	
	
	55
	43
	50.00
	39.91
	62.21
	42.86


RCS’s Review of Renewal Criteria Under EC Section 47607
The following table shows the percent of pupils that met/exceeded standards on the 2014–15, 2015–16, and 2016–17 CAASPP assessments for ELA and mathematics for all pupils schoolwide at RCS for RCS-chosen comparable schools. 
RCS compared data with eight elementary and middle schools within SSUSD. However, RCS states that Faller Elementary and James Monroe Middle are the two schools geographically closest to RCS and where the majority of students would otherwise be required to attend. 
RCS Elementary and RCS Middle are comparable to Faller Elementary and James Monroe Middle; however, RCS is not comparable to the academic performance of all of the eight schools in the SSUSD in which the charter school is located. 
Additionally, since RCS has been in operation for 18 years, RCS has academic scores under the prior accountability model. Although Academic Performance Index (API) has not been calculated as of the 2013–14 SY, RCS asserts that the school meets the renewal criteria under EC sections 47607(b)(1)-(3) based on an API score of 864 and decile rankings of 8 and 10, as well as EC Section 47607(b)(4). 
The CDE has determined that this assumption is incorrect. EC sections 47607(b)(1)-(3) looks at API scores in the prior year or in two of the last three years. The last API report was produced in 2013; therefore, any API scores offered by RCS would not meet the criteria set forth in EC sections 47607(b)(1)-(3). 
An asterisk (*) denotes that SSUSD identified the schools as demographically similar to RCS based on having similar percentages in more than one category.
Multi-Year ELA CAASPP Results for RCS-chosen Comparable Schools
	School
	2014–15 ELA
	2014–15 Math
	2015–16 ELA
	2015–16 Math
	2016–17 ELA
	2016–17 Math

	RCS- Elementary
	29
	27
	48
	30
	31.41
	31.14

	Faller Elementary*
	35
	31
	37
	33
	42.72
	34.65

	Gateway Elementary
	44
	36
	41
	32
	43.35
	32.02

	Inyokern Elementary 
	36
	29
	51
	27
	49.46
	29

	Las Flores Elementary*
	56
	42
	59
	41
	59.22
	41.63

	Pierce Elementary
	46
	48
	51
	49
	38.03
	39.26

	Richmond Elementary*
	44
	36
	55
	43
	50.0
	39.91

	RCS-Middle
	42
	35
	48
	48
	28.54
	24.95

	James Monroe Middle* 
	38
	22
	38
	22
	37.68
	21.49

	Murray Middle*
	58
	38
	50
	39
	54.08
	39.97


SSUSD’s Review of Renewal Criteria Under EC Section 47607 
SSUSD reviewed 2016–17 CAASPP data and the 2017 California School Fall Dashboard for RCS and district-chosen comparable schools, which show that district schools, on a whole, are performing significantly better than RCS in ELA and math (Attachment 6, pp. 8–13).
The following tables show the percent of pupils that met/exceeded standards on 2016–17 CAASPP assessments for ELA and mathematics for RCS and the SSUSD-chosen comparable schools that pupils would otherwise attend as well as the 2017 California School Fall Dashboard data for RCS and the SSUSD-chosen comparable schools.
An asterisk (*) denotes that SSUSD identified the schools as demographically similar to RCS based on having similar percentages in more than one category.
2017 CAASPP Results for RCS and SSUSD-chosen Comparable Schools
	School
	All ELA
	All Math
	Hispanic ELA
	Hispanic Math
	SED ELA
	SED Math

	RCS
	28.62
	28.27
	25.53
	21.27
	21.80
	21.16

	Las Flores Elementary*
	59.22
	41.63
	54.39
	35.09
	48.74
	31.09

	Inyokern Elementary
	49.46
	27.96
	47.62
	33.33
	45.21
	26.03

	Pierce Elementary
	38.03
	39.26
	32.73
	29.09
	30.95
	34.12

	Gateway Elementary
	43.35
	32.02
	33.33
	29.17
	28.28
	19.19

	Murray Middle*
	54.08
	39.97
	42.48
	26.14
	38.59
	24.36

	Richmond Elementary*
	50.00
	39.91
	27.42
	20.97
	33.04
	25.22

	Faller Elementary*
	42.72
	34.65
	37.5
	29.63
	31.30
	25.57

	James Monroe Middle*
	37.68
	21.49
	33.58
	16.91
	28.87
	12.76

	State (Including 11)
	48.56
	37.56
	37.28
	25.20
	35.52
	24.57


Fall 2017 California School Dashboard Results for RCS and SSUSD-chosen Comparable Schools
A caret (^) indicates that although marked “Low,” the performance number still outperforms RCS in the Low range.
	School
	Suspension
	EL Progress
	ELA
	Math

	RCS
	High
	Very Low
	Low
	Low

	Las Flores Elementary*
	Medium
	High
	High
	Medium

	Inyokern Elementary
	Medium
	No performance level indicated
	Low^
	Low^

	Pierce Elementary
	Very Low
	Low
	Low^
	Medium

	Gateway Elementary
	Medium
	Low
	Low^
	Low^

	Murray Middle*
	Medium
	Very High
	Medium
	Low^

	Richmond Elementary*
	Low
	Low
	Medium
	Medium

	Faller Elementary*
	Low
	Low
	Low^
	Low^

	James Monroe Middle*
	Very High
	Very High
	Low^
	Low


SSUSD determined that SSUSD comparable schools are performing significantly better than RCS on CAASPP ELA and math assessments. Further, SSUSD schools are either near or exceeding statewide averages, where RCS is significantly below statewide averages. Additionally, in comparison to RCS, District schools’ 2017 California Dashboard indicators outperform RCS. 
SSUSD’s Review of Renewal Criteria Under EC Section 52052–Alternative Measures
The CDE notes that SSUSD did not consider academic performance under EC Section 52052(e)(4)(c).
CDE’s Review of Renewal Criteria Under EC Section 52052–Alternative Measures
The CDE also considered EC Section 52052 in its review of RCS’s petition. As referenced above, API has not been calculated as of the 2013–14 SY. In such a case, EC Section 52052(e)(4)(C), provides for the following in determining whether a charter is meeting legislative and/or programmatic requirements:
· Alternative measures that show increases in pupil academic achievement for all groups of pupils schoolwide and among significant subgroups.
The CDE reviewed the following alternative measures as criteria for charter renewal (Attachment 3, pp. 8–32): 
· CAASPP ELA 3-year average percentage for students who met or exceeded standards schoolwide and by subgroups
· CAASPP Math 3-year average percentages for students who met or exceeded standards schoolwide and by subgroups
· Northwest Evaluation Association (NWEA) Measures of Academic Progress (MAP) Benchmark Assessments
· RCS Accomplishments of the Prior Charter Term 2014–19
In addition, RCS included an academic growth plan for increasing pupil achievement as outlined in RCS’s Local Control and Accountability Plan (LCAP). Currently RCS is engaged in incorporating Professional Learning Communities, identifying essential standards, analyzing benchmark assessments, and integrating the Daily 5 reading framework into the ELA curriculum. 
The CDE reviewed the alternative measures information provided by RCS. The data  from the RCS alternative measures reflects some increases in pupil academic achievement for all groups of pupils schoolwide and among significant subgroups pursuant to EC Section 52052(e)(4)(C). However, the data presented by RCS relies on assessments for which the CDE lacks independent confirmation of their reliability, validity, fairness, and alignment.
Ability to Implement
Fiscal Analysis
The RCS multi-year projected budget includes the following projected pupil enrollment (Attachment 4): 
· 576 TK through grade eight in 2019–2020 
· 598 TK through grade eight in 2020–21 
· 620 TK through grade eight in 2021–22 
· 623 TK through grade eight in 2022–23 
· 627 TK through grade eight in 2023–24 
The RCS has maintained a good financial standing under SBE authorization throughout its 17 years. The RCS’s fiscal year (FY) 2018–19 first interim report indicates that RCS is projecting a positive ending fund balance of $4,636,975 and reserves of 82.84 percent, which is above the recommended 5 percent in reserves outlined in the Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) between RCS and the SBE. 
The CDE reviewed audited financial data from the 2017–18 audit report that reflected an unqualified status and unqualified audit opinion with no significant audit findings noted. An unqualified opinion means that the auditor has opined that the charter school’s financial statements are fairly presented, are free of material misstatements, and have been prepared in accordance with generally accepted accounting principles.  
The CDE concluded that the RCS projected budget is viable due to the positive ending fund balances of $5,531,456; $5,638,521; and $5,524,659, with reserves of 93.5, 89, and 79.3 percent for FYs 2019–2020 through 2021–22, respectively. 
Past History Under SBE Authorization 
RCS has a record of financial and governance success over the last five years of operations. CDE finds that RCS implements the program as described in the current charter petition and the school leadership provides regular updates to CDE staff, both formally and informally. RCS is in compliance with the RCS petition and the MOU between the charter and the SBE. RCS has appropriately responded to letters from CDE and corrected any needed actions as recommended. The CDE has determined that the RCS responses to concerns were sufficient.
Charter Elements
The CDE finds that the RCS petition does provide a reasonably comprehensive description of most of the required charter elements.
Educational Program 
The RCS petition does overall present a reasonably comprehensive description of the educational program; however, the RCS petition does not include a description of how and when ELs will receive specific targeted English Language Development (ELD) instruction aligned to ELA/ELD standards within the instructional day. Additionally, the petition does not include the process, pursuant to the Every Student Succeeds Act, by which ELs who are reclassified as fluent English proficient (RFEP), will be monitored for a minimum of four years to ensure correct classification, placement, and additional academic support, as needed (20 United States Code [U.S.C.], Section 6841[a][4][5] and 5 CCR, Section 11304).
Measurable Pupil Outcomes
The RCS petition does not present a reasonably comprehensive description of measurable pupil outcomes (MPOs). The petition states that RCS’s annual goals, actions and measurable outcomes, both schoolwide and for each subgroup of pupils, which address and align with the eight state priorities can be found in the RCS’s LCAP. Additionally, the petition includes a description of RCS’s current achievement towards the MPOs that were identified in the 2014–19 charter petition (Attachment 3, pp. 62–68). However, the goals, actions, and measurable outcomes outlined in the RCS LCAP need to be included in the RCS petition in Element 2–Measurable Pupil Outcomes pursuant to EC Section 47605(b)(5)(B). 
Employee Qualifications 
The RCS petition does not present a reasonably comprehensive description of employee qualifications. The RCS petition does not identify those positions that RCS regards as key in each category and specify the additional qualifications expected of individuals assigned to those positions.
If approved by the SBE, and as a condition of approval, RCS will be required to revise the petition in order to reflect the SBE as the authorizer and include the necessary language for Element 1–Educational Program, Element 2–Measurable Pupil Outcomes, and Element 5–Employee Qualifications.
Documents Reviewed by CDE
In considering the RCS petition, CDE staff reviewed the following:
· RCS Petition (Attachment 3)
· Educational and demographic data of schools where pupils would otherwise be required to attend (Attachment 2)
· RCS Budget and Financial Projections (Attachment 4)
· Letter Dated December 3, 2018, Description of Changes to the Ridgecrest Charter School Petition Necessary to Reflect the State Board of Education as the Authorizing Entity (Attachment 5)
· October 11, 2018, Minutes of the Special Meeting Denying the Renewal including Staff Report, and Petitioner’s Response (Attachment 6)
· RCS Articles of Incorporation and Bylaws (Attachment 7)
· RCS Appendices and Attachments (Attachment 8)
SSUSD Findings
On October 11, 2018, SSUSD denied the RCS petition based on the following findings (Attachment 6, pp. 8–16):
· The charter school fails to meet renewal criteria in EC Section 47607(b).
· The charter school is demonstrably unlikely to successfully implement the program presented in the petition.
· The petition fails to provide a reasonably comprehensive description of all of the required elements.
Attachments
· Attachment 1: California Department of Education Charter School Petition Review Form: Ridgecrest Charter School (42 Pages)
· Attachment 2: Ridgecrest Charter School Data Tables (7 Pages)
· Attachment 3: Ridgecrest Charter School Petition (118 Pages)
· Attachment 4: Ridgecrest Charter School Budget and Financial Projections (11 Pages)
· Attachment 5: Letter Dated December 3, 2018, Description of Changes to the Ridgecrest Charter School Petition Necessary to Reflect the State Board of Education as the Authorizing Entity (2 Pages)
· Attachment 6: Sierra Sands Unified School District Board of Education October 11, 2018, Minutes of the Special Meeting Denying the Renewal including Staff Report, and Petitioner’s Response (53 Pages)
· Attachment 7: Ridgecrest Charter School Bylaws, Articles of Incorporation, and Conflict of Interest Code (22 Pages)
· Attachment 8: Ridgecrest Charter School Appendices and Attachments (629 Pages)
