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A first-of-its-kind initiative in Georgia aims to develop more higherachieving charter schools.
A charter incubator program is being launched by the nonprofit
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advocacy group Georgia Charter Schools Association. It is not getting
state funding, but the initiative has the support of the state Department
of Education, and marks a key development in the evolution of charter
schools in the state. Backers expect it to drive creation of such schools
by training and preparing school administrators interested in
establishing charters.
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boost financial
sustainability and

develop clear missions.
“It’s (incubator) going to significantly help with the quality of our
charter schools, which is good for kids,” said Lou Erste, associate
superintendent for policy and charter schools at the Georgia
Department of Education. “We need higher quality (charter school)
applications if we want to have higher quality schools.”
Some teachers and education observers question, however, whether
such an effort will detract from putting needed resources into
traditional public schools.
State legislation in
recent years has
pushed for more
charter schools and
alternatives to the
traditional public
school model, but state
HYOSUB SHIN

December 9, 2014 Alpharetta - Third-grade
teacher Nicole Ralph Forton (center) leads her
class at Amana Academy in Alpharetta on
Tuesday, ... Read More

educators and others
say they have not seen
enough high-qualified
groups applying for
charter schools to fill
the demand.

Georgia has 115 charter schools, close to 4 percent of the schools in the
state; five years ago, the number was 110. Charter advocates and state
education officials say the number of charter schools should be higher.
“I’ve seen a number of charter schools that have opened and run for a
few years and then just basically faltered because they were unable to
focus on their mission and vision,” said Allen Mueller, executive
director of the new incubator, who previously was director of
innovation for Atlanta Public Schools where he helped authorize the
creation of charter schools in the district. “They were unable to … focus
on serving kids because they were too busy trying to figure out how to
deal with facilities or how to run a board meeting or how to deal with
open records requests or how to hire good staff.”
State education leaders including Erste urged the Georgia Charter
Schools Association to develop ways to boost charter development, and
the incubator is a significant step in that direction, said Mueller.
Education experts say similar incubators in other states including
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Tennessee and Louisiana have helped support charter school growth.
“How they (charter schools) perform in their first few years really sets
the stage for how they’re going to perform,” and incubators can play a
key role in helping, said Marisa Cannata, senior research associate at
Vanderbilt University, who’s written extensively on charter schools. “If
they get off to a strong start, they’re likely to continue on that trajectory.
If they get off on a weak start, they usually continue to stumble.
“That startup year is a really hard time financially for schools. I think it’s
also working through inabilities to access capital funding, funding for
transportation, those are also key things that need to be in place for
charter schools to really take hold in a community.”
Tracey-Ann Nelson, government relations director with the Georgia
Association of Educators, said one concern with the incubator is that it
could divide communities vying for limited money for schools. Both
charters and traditional schools are funded by taxpayers, but charter
schools manage themselves and have more flexibility over their
academics.
“For me … that is the problem with the movement of charter schools is
that it’s about fighting and dividing, not collaborating and
strengthening public schools as a whole entity,” Nelson said. “No matter
what, we’re all trying to make sure we deliver quality education to kids.”
One of the most recent examples of charter schools failing to make it in
metro Atlanta involved Fulton County school board members denying
the renewal of charters for a high school and elementary school in the
district, citing weaknesses with governance and problematic finances.
Members decided to cut ties with Fulton Science Academy High and
Fulton Sunshine Academy elementary by the end of this school year.
Fulton school district staff cited poor governance that “resulted in the
default on a $19 million bond, a self-perpetuating board membership
structure that has been dominated by individuals who did not
represent the community,” and a “general lack of transparency.”
Leaders of the charter schools have denied any wrongdoing.
Superintendent Robert Avossa of Fulton schools said the incubator
should help guide charter schools in their development.
“The state could use more high quality charter schools that are tending
to the needs of the most at-risk kids. That’s the area we’ve not been able
to do well in,” said Avossa. “I think charters play an important role in
public education. I don’t see them as a silver bullet. It’s hard to run a
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charter school from scratch. That’s where the incubator will play a
critical role. You’ve got plenty of charters doing good work and some
that aren’t doing good work and can tarnish the effort of the other
group.”
Ehab Jaleel, executive director for Amana Academy in Alpharetta, a K-8
Fulton charter school with close to 700 students, says the incubator
should help bolster charter schools in Georgia, where “there’s been this
kind of pent-up demand” for them. “People are very interested in
school choice.”
Jaleel thinks the charter incubator “would have made a world of
difference for us” when the school started nearly nine years ago. “We’ve
kind of had to learn as we’ve grown, and the growth period is extremely
difficult.”
“I think having an incubator would have exposed us to a more
structured approach to learning these things very quickly so that from
the beginning we would have been set up for success. I feel like we …
kind of learned as we went. It’s a steep learning curve, and I think we
could have benefited a lot from the incubator.”
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