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FY 2016 Annual Report: Analysis of Funding
for Mississippi Charter Schools and the
Charter School Authorizer Board

Executive Summary

Introduction

In 2013 the Mississippi Legislature enacted the “Mississippi
Charter Schools Act of 2013” that provided authorization for a
charter school oversight board and guidance for the formation of
charter schools.

MISS. CODE ANN. § 37-28-37(2) (1972) requires PEER (the Joint
Legislative Committee on Performance Evaluation and
Expenditure Review) to prepare an annual report that

1. assesses the sufficiency of funding for charter schools;

2. assesses the efficacy of the state formula for authorizer
funding; and

3. suggests changes to state law or policy that might strengthen
charter schools.

PEER limited this review to the first two mandates: to evaluate
sufficiency of funding for charter schools and the efficacy of the
state formula for authorizer funding. The third mandate—to make
suggested changes in state law or policy to strengthen the state’s
charter schools—is not addressed in this report because charter
schools only began operations in the state in 2015.

PEER reviewed the first two charter schools to have completed one
year of serving students (the FY 2015-16 school year): Midtown
Public Charter School and Reimagine Prep, both located in Jackson.

Charter Schools: Their Position and Purpose in Mississippi’s Education

System

According to the U.S. Department of Education, a public charter
school is a “publicly funded school that is typically governed by a
group or organization under a legislative contract (or charter)
with the state or jurisdiction.” In Mississippi, state law establishes
all charter schools as public schools and part of the state’s public
school system.

Under MISS. CODE ANN. § 37-28-3(1) (1972), general purposes of
charter schools include the following:

» To close achievement gaps between high-performing and low-
performing groups of public school students;
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* To increase high-quality educational opportunities within the
public education system for all students, especially those with a
likelihood of academic failure;

* To encourage the use of different, high-quality models of teaching,
governing, scheduling and other aspects of schooling which meet
a variety of student needs;

* To provide students, parents, community members and local
entities with expanded opportunities for involvement in the public
education system.

In alignment with the act, the contracts between charter schools and
the authorizer board establish a clear emphasis on expanding
educational opportunities for “underserved students.” All contracts
must provide, among other requirements, detailed enrollment
policies and procedures, educational program requirements, and
grade-level enrollment projections. The underserved student
composition of a charter school’s enrollment must reflect that of
students attending the school district in which the charter school is
located, and is defined as being at least 80 percent of that population.

Mississippi Charter School Authorizer Board and Its Responsibilities

The Mississippi Charter School Authorizer Board (MCSAB) is the
sole authorizing body for charter schools in the state and is
responsible for oversight of the schools’ operations. The MCSAB is
made up of of seven appointed members. For a list of current
board members, please see Appendix A, page 24.

MCSAB responsibilities include developing chartering policies,
reviewing charter school applications, deciding whether to approve
or reject applications (including renewal applications), entering into
charter contracts with applicants, overseeing charter schools, and,
when necessary, revoking a charter school’s contract.

Charter Schools in Mississippi

Vi

State law establishes certain requirements for the MCSAB
pertaining to issuance of yearly requests for proposals for charter
school applications (e.g., must provide a timeline for approval or
denial decisions) and establishes requirements for charter school
applicants (e.g., must be a nonprofit organization). The
application process involves three stages of review, and the
MCSAB is the final authority for approval decisions.

Through the 2015 application cycle, the MCSAB (with assistance
from National Association of Charter School Authorizers) had
evaluated 19 applications and approved three applications for
four schools. The following two charter operators began serving
in Jackson in the 2015-16 school year:

e Midtown Partners, Inc. operating the Midtown Public Charter
School, and

* RePublic Schools, Inc. operating Reimagine Prep.
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The third and fourth approved charters belong to RePublic
Schools, Inc. for the operation of Joel E. Smilow Prep and Joel E.
Smilow Collegiate in Jackson. RePublic Schools, Inc. began
operation of Joel E. Smilow Prep during the 2016-17 school year
but deferred the opening of Joel E. Smilow Collegiate until the
2017-18 school year.

Sufficiency of Funding for Charter Schools

Charter schools receive funding from state sources, local ad
valorem taxes, federal funds, and through fund-raising and other
sources, such as grants and gifts.

Sufficiency of funding from the state of Mississippi is defined by the
Legislature through the Mississippi Adequate Education Program
(MAEP) formula as funding levels necessary for school districts to
meet at least a successful Level III rating of the accreditation
system as established by the State Board of Education using
current statistically relevant state assessment data.

During FY 2016, the Mississippi Department of Education (MDE)
distributed MAEP funding to charter schools and public schools in a
consistent manner. The MDE distributed $623,742 to Midtown Public
and $648,797 to Reimagine Prep from MAEP funds.

During FY 2016 Midtown Public received approximately $1.46
million and Reimagine Prep received approximately $1.48 million
from MAEP, local ad valorem taxes, federal funds, grants, gifts,
fund-raising, and charitable contributions.

Efficacy of the Mississippi Charter School Authorizer Board Funding Model

PEER Report #606

For purposes of this report, efficacy of the MCSAB funding model
is equated to providing sufficient revenue from charter school
fees to fully fund MCSAB operations. Under state law, the MCSAB
receives 3% of annual per-pupil allocations received by charter
schools from state and local sources. In FY 2016, the first year
charter schools were operational in the state, this statutory
formula did not generate sufficient funding to support the
board’s activities.

To provide the MCSAB with sufficient funding, in FY 2014 and FY
2015, prior to charter schools becoming operational, and in FY
2016, additional funding for the MCSAB was included in
Institutions of Higher Learning (IHL) program enhancement
funding.

For FY 2017, funding from the 3% fee of annual per-pupil
allocations is not projected to be sufficient to fully fund MCSAB
operations. Until charter school enrollment reaches a level
sufficient for the 3% fee combined with any gifts, grants, or
donations the board may receive is large enough to fully fund the
board’s operations, supplemental legislative funding will continue
to be required.

vii



Recommendations

1.  The Mississippi Charter School Authorizer Board should formally
adopt regulations requiring all charter schools in the state to
report quarterly and annual financial information in the format
required by the Mississippi Department of Education’s accounting
manual for Mississippi public school districts. Adoption and
enforcement of these regulations would facilitate any future
comparison of charter school and public school expenditures.

2. Under the current funding model, the Mississippi Charter School
Authorizer Board receives 3% of state and local funds that charter
schools receive. Therefore, the amount of funds from sources
available to charter schools on a per-pupil basis is less than the
funds provided to public schools on a per-pupil basis. To provide
fully equitable state and local funding between public school and
charter school pupils, the Legislature should consider amending
MISS. CODE ANN. § 37-28-11(1) (1972) to remove the 3% funding
the Mississippi Charter School Authorizer Board receives from
charter schools’ state and local revenue sources. The Legislature
should also consider amending the same section to provide that
the authorizer board shall be annually funded from any funds
available to the Legislature.

3. To ensure funding and accountability of appropriations, the
Legislature should consider providing specifically for MCSAB
operations by taking one of the following options:

a. Because the board is a state agency per MISS. CODE ANN.
§ 37-28-7, the Legislature could consider enacting a
separate appropriations bill for the board. Such bill
should contain the total amount of funds appropriated
for the operations of the board and a total number of
authorized full and part-time positons.

b. The Legislature, while continuing to fund the board
through appropriations to the IHL, could provide a
specific line item in the IHL appropriation for board
support with provision for total authorized positions.

For more information or clarification, contact:

PEER Committee
P.O. Box 1204
Jackson, MS 39215-1204
(601) 359-1226
http://www.peer.state.ms.us

Senator Tommy Gollott, Chair
Biloxi, MS

Representative Richard Bennett, Vice Chair
Long Beach, MS

Representative Margaret Rogers, Secretary
New Albany, MS
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FY 2016 Annual Report: Analysis of Funding
for Mississippi Charter Schools and the
Charter School Authorizer Board

Introduction

Authority, Scope, and Purpose

In 2013 the Mississippi Legislature enacted the “Mississippi
Charter Schools Act of 2013” (Chapter 497 of the Laws of 2013),
which repealed the “Conversion Charter School Act of 2010,
MISS. CODE ANN. § 37-165-1 et seq. (1972), and provided
authorization for a charter school oversight board and guidance
for the formation of charter schools in Mississippi.

As stated in MISS. CODE ANN. § 37-28-37(2) (1972):

The Joint Legislative Committee on Performance
Evaluation and Expenditure Review (PEER) shall
prepare an annual report assessing the sufficiency
of funding for charter schools, the efficacy of the
state formula for authorizer funding, and any
suggested changes in state law or policy necessary
to strengthen the state’s charter schools.

PEER conducted this review pursuant to the authority granted by
MISS. CODE ANN. § 5-3-57 et seq. (1972). The Committee acted in
accordance with MISS. CODE ANN. § 5-3-51 et seq. (1972).

This report addresses the first two of PEER’s mandates in state
law: sufficiency of funding for charter schools and the efficacy of
the state formula for authorizer funding. PEER’s third mandate to
make suggested changes in state law or policy to strengthen the
state’s charter schools is not addressed in this report because
charter schools have been in operation in the state for only a
short amount of time.

The scope of this review includes the first two charter schools to
have completed one year of serving students (the FY 2015-16
school year): Midtown Public Charter School and Reimagine Prep,
both located in Jackson.

' The “Conversion Charter School Act of 2010” provided a means whereby the parents or guardians of students enrolled
in a chronically underperforming local public school could petition the State Board of Education to convert the public
school to a conversion charter school. This conversion status would have required a contract issued by the State Board
of Education.
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In conducting this review, PEER
* reviewed relevant sections of the state law;

* interviewed managerial and financial staff from the
Mississippi Charter School Authorizer Board (MCSAB),
Midtown Public Charter School, Reimagine Prep, the State
Department of Education, and the Board of Trustees of
Institutions of Higher Learning; and

» reviewed federal, state, and local funding information
provided to charter schools and the MCSAB.
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Background

This chapter addresses
e the definition of a charter school,;
e the purpose of charter schools in Mississippi;

* the position of charter schools within Mississippi’s education
system,;

* the membership, staffing, and responsibilities of the
Mississippi Charter School Authorizer Board;

e the application process for charter schools in Mississippi; and

* MCSAB evaluation of charter school performance.

Definition of a Charter School

According to the U.S. Department of Education, a public charter school is a “publicly
funded school that is typically governed by a group or organization under a legislative
contract (or charter) with the state or jurisdiction.” The National Conference of State
Legislatures defines charter schools as “publicly funded, privately managed and semi-
autonomous schools of choice.”

PEER Report #606

As of January 2016, 43 states and the District of Columbia have
enacted charter school laws. The first charter school law was
passed in 1991 in Minnesota, and the most recent law was passed
in 2015 in Alabama. According to the U.S. Department of
Education’s National Center for Education Statistics, an estimated
2.5 million students were enrolled in charter schools across the
nation during the 2013-14 school year.

The U.S. Department of Education defines a charter school as a
“publicly funded school that is typically governed by a group or
organization under a legislative contract (or charter) with the state
or jurisdiction.” Charter school laws vary from state to state and
typically differ on several factors, including who is allowed to
authorize charter schools, how charter schools are funded, and
what certifications are required for charter school teachers.

The National Conference of State Legislatures defines charter
schools as “publicly funded, privately managed and semi-
autonomous schools of choice.” NCSL notes that charter schools
have more freedom over their budgets, staffing, curricula, and
other operations than traditional public schools.



Purpose of Charter Schools in Mississippi

In its 2013 Regular Session, the Legislature passed the “Mississippi Charter Schools Act of
2013,” which declared the general purposes of the state’s charter schools. In alignment
with the act, the charter school contracts establish a clear emphasis on expanding
educational opportunities for “underserved students.”

MISS. CODE ANN. § 37-28-3(1) (1972) outlines the Legislature’s
findings and declarations in regards to charter schools. These
general purposes are stated as follows:

(a)

(b)

(c)

(d)

(e)

0

)]

To improve student learning by creating high-quality schools
with high standards for student performance;

To close achievement gaps between high-performing and low-
performing groups of public school students;

To increase high-quality educational opportunities within the
public education system for all students, especially those with
a likelihood of academic failure;

To create new professional opportunities for teachers, school
administrators and other school personnel which allow them
to have a direct voice in the operation of their school;

To encourage the use of different, high-quality models of
teaching, governing, scheduling and other aspects of schooling
which meet a variety of student needs;

To allow public schools freedom and flexibility in exchange for
exceptional levels of results driven accountability;

To provide students, parents, community members and local
entities with expanded opportunities for involvement in the
public education system; and

(h) To encourage the replication of successful charter schools.

In alignment with the act, the contracts between charter schools
and the authorizer board establish a clear emphasis on expanding
educational opportunities for “underserved students.” All
contracts must provide, among other requirements, detailed
enrollment policies and procedures, educational program
requirements, and grade-level enrollment projections. The
underserved student composition of a charter school’s enrollment
must reflect that of students attending the school district in
which the charter school is located, and is defined as being at
least 80% of that population.

> MISS. CODE ANN. § 37-28-5(0) (1972) defines “underserved students” as students participating in the federal free
lunch program who qualify for at-risk student funding under the Mississippi Adequate Education Program and students
who are identified as having special educational needs.
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Position of Charter Schools within Mississippi’s Education System

State law establishes that charter schools are public schools and are part of the state’s
public education system.

In MISS. CODE ANN. § 37-28-3(2)(3) (1972) the Legislature
establishes the place of charter schools in Mississippi by stating
the following:

(2) All charter schools in the state established under this
chapter are public schools and are part of the state’s
public education system.

(3) No provision of this chapter may be interpreted to
allow the conversion of private schools into charter
schools.

However, in MISS. CODE ANN. § 37-28-5(e) (1972), the act allows
for the conversion of an existing public school into a charter
school by including these types of schools in its definition.

Membership of the Authorizer Board and Responsibilities of the Authorizer

Board and Staff

MISS. CODE ANN. § 37-28-7 (1972) created a state agency known as the Mississippi Charter
School Authorizer Board, which consists of seven appointed members. This board is the
sole authorizing body for charter schools in the state and is responsible for oversight of
the schools’ operations. The board hired an Executive Director in September 2014 and
utilizes contractors to assist with its responsibilities.

In MISS. CODE ANN. § 37-28-7(1) (1972) the Legislature created a
state agency known as the Mississippi Charter School Authorizer
Board, stating the following:

There is created the Mississippi Charter School
Authorizer Board as a state agency with exclusive
chartering jurisdiction in the State of Mississippi.
Unless otherwise authorized by law, no other
governmental agency or entity may assume any
charter authorizing function or duty in any form.

Membership of the Mississippi Charter School Authorizer Board

The Mississippi Charter School Authorizer Board is made up of of seven members
appointed by the Governor, the Lieutenant Governor, and the State Superintendent
of Public Education.

MISS. CODE ANN. § 37-28-7(3) (1972) outlines the composition of
the Mississippi Charter School Authorizer Board. The
appointment of the board is as follows:

 Three members are appointed by the Governor, with one
member from each of the Mississippi Supreme Court districts.

 Three members are appointed by the Lieutenant Governor,
with one member being from each of the Mississippi Supreme
Court districts.
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*  One member is appointed by the State Superintendent of
Public Education.

All appointments must be made with the advice and consent of
the Senate.

MISS. CODE ANN. § 37-28-7(4) (1972) outlines statutory
qualifications for board members, which include that members:

. collectively must possess strong experience and
expertise in public and nonprofit governance,
management and finance, public school leadership,
assessment, curriculum and instruction, and public
education law. Each member of the Mississippi
Charter School Authorizer Board wmust have
demonstrated an understanding of and commitment
to charter schooling as a strategy for strengthening
public education.

According to MISS. CODE ANN. § 37-28-7(8) (1972), board
members, employees, agents, or representatives of the board are
not allowed to serve simultaneously as an employee, trustee,
agent, representative, vendor, or contractor of a charter school
authorized by the board.

For a list of current board members, appointment authorities, and
term limits, please see Appendix A on page 24.

Responsibilities of the Mississippi Charter School Authorizer Board

Mississippi Charter School Authorizer Board responsibilities include developing
chartering policies, reviewing charter school applications, deciding whether to
approve or reject applications (including renewal applications), entering into
charter contracts with applicants, overseeing charter schools, and, when necessary,
revoking a charter school’s contract.

MISS. CODE ANN. § 37-28-9(1) (1972) outlines the responsibilities
of the board, which include the following powers and duties:

(a) Developing chartering policies and maintaining practices
consistent with nationally recognized principles and standards
for quality charter authorizing in all major areas of
authorizing responsibility, including the following:

(i) organizational capacity and infrastructure;

(ii) solicitation and evaluation of charter applications;
(iii) performance contracting;

(iv) ongoing charter school oversight and evaluation; and
(v) charter renewal decision-making.

(b) Approving quality charter applications that meet identified
educational needs and promote a diversity of educational choices;

(c) Declining to approve weak or inadequate charter applications;

(d) Negotiating and executing charter contracts with approved
charter schools;

PEER Report #606



(e) Monitoring, in accordance with charter contract terms, the
performance and legal compliance of charter schools;

(f) Determining whether each charter contract merits renewal,
nonrenewal, or revocation; and

(g9) Applying for any federal funds that may be available for the
implementation of charter school programs.

Staff of the Mississippi Charter School Authorizer Board

In September 2014, the authorizer board hired an Executive Director who is
responsible for working with board members to implement the state’s charter school
laws. The board has also made use of contract labor to accomplish critical functions,
including the evaluation of charter school applications and its accounting function.

MISS. CODE ANN. § 37-28-7(9) (1972) outlines criteria for the
hiring of an Executive Director. It states:

The Mississippi Charter School Authorizer Board
shall appoint an individual to serve as the
Executive Director of the Mississippi Charter
School Authorizer Board. The executive director
shall possess the qualifications established by the
board which are based on national best practices,
and shall possess an understanding of state and
federal education law. The executive director, who
shall serve at the will and pleasure of the board,
shall devote his full time to the proper
administration of the board and the duties
assigned to him by the board and shall be paid a
salary established by the board, subject to the
approval of the State Personnel Board. Subject to
the availability of funding, the executive director
may employ such administrative staff as may be
necessary to assist the director and board in
carrying out the duties and directives of the
Mississippi Charter School Authorizer Board.

The MCSAB listed 19 qualifications in its job description for the
Executive Director position. Examples include a master’s degree
and demonstrated experience in the K-12 system and an
understanding of state and federal education law. For a complete
list of qualifications established by the board, please see
Appendix B on page 25.

On September 24, 2014, the MCSAB extended an offer of
employment to the current Executive Director with an annual
salary of $95,000° plus state benefits, as well as relocation
expenses not to exceed $10,000.

The Executive Director position of the MCSAB is a non-state
service position. This means that the he or she serves at the “will
and pleasure” of the authorizer board and although the position
qualifies for state benefits, such as inclusion in the Public

* Although the MCSAB Executive Director position does not fall within the oversight of the MSPB, the salary for the
position was approved by the MSPB as required under MISS. CODE ANN. § 37-28-7(9) (1972).
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Employees Retirement System of Mississippi and the State Health
Insurance Plan, it does not fall within the oversight or protection
of the Mississippi State Personnel Board (MSPB).

The Executive Director’s job responsibilities include but are not
limited to

* providing operational support and policy analysis to the
MCSAB, ensuring that the board and the state’s charter
schools operate with national best practices to maintain high
standards, uphold school autonomy, and protect student and
public interest;

» facilitating the application process for new charter schools in
Mississippi;

* monitoring the operations of existing charter schools and
enforcing compliance to each school’s charter contract; and

* providing operational management and oversight to MCSAB staff.

In addition to the Executive Director, the MCSAB has made use of
contract labor in the satisfaction of its mandate. For example, in
FY 2016 the MCSAB contracted with the National Association of
Charter School Authorizers (NACSA) to evaluate charter school
applications and paid $19,700 for the year. Also, the MCSAB
contracted with Cornerstone Consulting Group for accounting
services and paid $9,213 for services in FY 2016. For more
information on contract expenditures, please see pages 21-22.

Application Process for Charter Schools in Mississippi

State law establishes certain requirements for the MCSAB pertaining to issuance of yearly
requests for proposals for charter school applications (e.g., must provide a timeline for
approval or denial decisions) and establishes requirements for charter school applicants
(e.g., must be a nonprofit organization). The application process involves three stages of
review, and the authorizer board is the final authority for approval decisions.

MISS. CODE ANN. § 37-28-15 (1972) requires the MCSAB to publicize
a request for proposals before September 1 of each year. Further, the
board must establish and disseminate a statewide timeline for
charter approval or denial decisions. For the first of two application
cycles in 2014, the application deadline was March 14, 2014, and the
deadline for board decisions was June 2, 2014.

Mandatory elements of the board’s request for proposals include
the following:

» astatement of any preferences the authorizer wishes to grant
to applications intended to help underserved students;

e adescription of the performance framework that the
authorizer has developed for charter school oversight and
evaluation;

* the criteria that will guide the authorizer’s decision to approve
or deny an application; and
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* aclear statement of detailed questions concerning the format
and content essential for demonstrating the capacity
necessary to operate a successful charter school.

Any party desiring to open a charter school in Mississippi must
submit an application to the MCSAB. Per MISS. CODE ANN. § 37-
28-17 (1972), the purpose of this application is

* to present the proposed charter school’s academic and
operational vision and plans;

* demonstrate the applicant’s capacities to execute the proposed
vision and plans; and

* to provide the authorizer a clear basis for assessing the
applicant’s plans and capacities.

According to MISS. CODE ANN. § 37-28-7(2)(b) (1972), the board
may approve a maximum of 15 qualified charter applications
during a fiscal year.

Legal Requirements for Charter School Applicants

Charter school applicants must be nonprofit organizations. Further, charter holders
may only contract with nonprofit Educational Service Providers (ESPs). Applicants must
provide proof of U.S. citizenship for all board members, school staff, and key ESP staff.

MISS. CODE ANN. § 37-28-39(2) (1972) states:

A charter school and any education service provider
which provides comprehensive management for a
charter school must be a nonprofit education
organization.

In addition to the criteria laid out in the previous section, the
MCSAB, in MISS. CODE ANN. § 37-28-15(g) (1972), is required to
gather other various information from applicants during the
evaluation process. Some of this additional information includes
proof of U.S. citizenship for all board members, school staff, and
key staff of the ESP, as well as evidence of community support for
the proposed charter school.

Application Requirements Based on Accountability Letter Grade
of School District

Applicants for charter schools in school districts rated “D” or “F” under the State
Department of Education’s accountability rating system may apply directly to the
MCSAB; however, in school districts rated “A,” “B,” or “C,” the board will only accept
the application for review if a majority of the members of the local school board
vote to endorse the application or initiate the application on its own.

In MISS. CODE ANN. § 37-28-7(2)(a) (1972), the MCSAB is granted
the ability to authorize a charter school within the geographical
boundaries of any school district. However, this authority is
limited in MISS. CODE ANN. § 37-28-7(2)(c) (1972), which states:

In any school district designated as an “A,” “B” or “C”
school district by the State Board of Education under the
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accreditation rating system at the time of application,
the Mississippi Charter School Authorizer Board may
authorize charter schools only if a majority of the
members of the local school board votes at a public
meeting to endorse the application or to initiate the
application on its own initiative.

Each year the Mississippi Department of Education releases
letter grades for schools and districts based on Mississippi’s “A
through F” accountability system that evaluates how schools and
districts performed in the most recently completed school year.
Charter school applicants applying for schools to be located in
districts rated “D” or “F” under the Department of Education’s
accountability system may apply directly to the MCSAB rather
than through the local school board.

Evaluation of Charter School Applications

In 2014 the Mississippi Charter School Authorizer Board began contracting with the
National Association of Charter School Authorizers to conduct independent evaluations
of each charter school application. Through the 2015 application cycle, the MCSAB
(with NACSA assistance) had evaluated 19 applications and granted four initial
charters, two of which had a charter school in operation during FY 2016.

MISS. CODE ANN. § 37-28-15 et seq. designates the contents
required in a charter school application. Examples include a
statement of the mission and vision of the school, evidence of
need and community support for the school, and a description of
the school’s financial plans and policies, including financial
controls and audit requirements. See Appendix C for a
comprehensive list of application requirements.

The MCSAB began contracting with the National Association of
Charter School Authorizers in 2014 to manage the application
process and to provide independent recommendations as to
whether to approve or deny each charter school application. The
NACSA, through the MCSAB, released a request for proposals to
identify local application evaluators who would help ensure
understanding of the specific state context and landscape. Also,
the NACSA recruited out-of-state evaluators with experience
evaluating charter school applications. Thus, the teams
responsible for evaluating charter school applications in
Mississippi included both local and national expertise related to
charter school operation. Each application resulted in a Charter
School Application Recommendation Report, in which evaluator
biographies were included.

The application process includes three stages of review: the
proposal evaluation, the capacity interview, and the consensus
judgment. In the proposal evaluation, the evaluation team
conducts individual and group assessment of the merits of the
proposal based upon the written submission. After reviewing the
application and discussing findings of their individual reviews,
the evaluation team conducts an in-person capacity interview to
assess the applicant’s overall capacity to implement the plans in
the proposal. Following the interview, the evaluation team comes
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to consensus judgment regarding whether to recommend the
proposal for approval or denial.

For the initial 2014 application cycle, the evaluation teams
conducted analyses of each application in six required areas:
culture, leadership, school structure and operations, educational
program, instructional staff, and governance.

From the second 2014 application cycle to the present, the
evaluation teams have conducted analyses of each application
through the applicant’s capacity in three required categories:
educational program design, operations plan, and financial plan.

Other supplemental areas include information on waivers,
conversion charter schools, ESP relationship, and information on
applicants currently operating one or more schools.

Evaluation teams assess each application against specific

evaluation criteria and rate each section (e.g., culture) accordingly:

* Meets or exceeds the standard — The response reflects a
thorough understand of key issues. It clearly aligns with the
goals of the school. The response includes specific and
accurate information that shows thorough preparation.

¢ Partially meets the standard — The response meets criteria in

some aspects but lacks sufficient detail and/or requires
additional information in one or more areas.

* Does not meet the standard — The response is significantly
incomplete, demonstrates lack of preparation, is unsuited to
the mission and vision of the MCSAB or otherwise raises
significant concerns about the viability of the plan or the
applicant’s ability to carry it out.

When these reviews are complete, the evaluators write a
recommendation report for review by the MCSAB. Each applicant
is given a copy of the recommendation on its proposal and an
opportunity to provide a final written response to the MCSAB.*
The MCSAB then votes to approve or deny each application.

Through the 2015 application cycle, the Mississippi Charter
School Authorizer Board (with assistance from the NACSA)
evaluated 19 applications and approved three applications (for
four schools). The following two charter operators began serving
students in the 2015-16 school year:

e Midtown Partners, Inc. operating the Midtown Public Charter
School in Jackson; and

* RePublic Schools, Inc. operating Reimagine Prep in Jackson.

The third and fourth approved charters belong to RePublic Schools,
Inc. for the operation of Joel E. Smilow Prep and Joel E. Smilow
Collegiate in Jackson. RePublic Schools, Inc. began operation of Joel
E. Smilow Prep during the 2016-17 school year but deferred the
opening of Joel E. Smilow Collegiate until the 2017-18 school year.

* Applicants were not given an opportunity to provide a final written response to the MCSAB until the 2015 request for

proposals cycle.
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Terms of Charter Contracts

Per state law, all qualified applicants shall be granted an initial five-year charter
upon completion of a charter contract between the Mississippi Charter School
Authorizer Board and the governing board of the charter school. At the end of the
five-year period, the authorizer board may (1) renew, (2) renew with specific
conditions, or (3) choose not to renew the school’s charter.

The Mississippi Charter School Authorizer Board is required by
MISS. CODE ANN. § 37-28-21(1) (1972) to “grant an initial charter
to each qualified applicant for a term of five operating years.”

Based on the grant of an initial charter, MISS. CODE ANN. § 37-28-
2(2)(a) (1972) states:

The authorizer and the governing board of the
approved charter school shall execute a charter
contract that clearly sets forth the academic and
operational performance expectations and measures by
which the charter school will be judged and the
administrative relationship between the authorizer and
charter school, including each party’s rights and duties.
The performance expectations and measures set forth
in the charter contract must include, but need not be
limited to, applicable federal and state accountability
requirements. The performance provisions may be
refined or amended by mutual agreement after the
chart school is operating and has collected baseline
achievement data for its enrolled students.

Because initial charters are valid for only five years, MISS. CODE
ANN. § 37-28-33 (1972) outlines the procedures charter renewal
applicants and the MCSAB must follow to renew existing charter
school grants. This section allows the MCSAB to renew existing
charters, to renew existing charters with condition, or to opt for
nonrenewal of existing charters.

Charter Schools Serving Students in the 2015-16 School Year

In 2014 the Mississippi Charter School Authorizer Board approved Midtown Public Charter
School and Reimagine Prep’s applications to operate within the geographic boundaries of the
Jackson Public School District, which held a school district accountability rating of “D” at the
time of their applications. The Mississippi Charter School Authorizer Board granted each
charter school operator a five-year contract, which began on July 1, 2015, and ends on June
30, 2020. Both charter schools began serving students during the 2015-16 school year.

During 2014, Midtown Public Charter School, a program of
Midtown Partners, Inc. with headquarters in Jackson, and
Reimagine Prep, a subsidiary of RePublic Schools with
headquarters in Nashville, submitted applications to the MCSAB
during the application window. The organizations behind each of
these charter schools were able to apply for charter school
operations within the Jackson Public School District’s geographic
boundaries because of the district’s accountability rating of “D” at
the time of their applications.
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Each school submitted an application that was evaluated through
the three-step application process defined by the MCSAB.

Upon the successful completion of this process, each school was
granted an initial five-year charter contract beginning on July 1,
2015, and ending on June 30, 2020.

As detailed in their charter contracts, both schools completed their
first year of operation during fiscal year 2016 (school year 2015-
16). For the 2015-16 school year Midtown Public was contracted to
serve a combined 104 students in fifth and sixth grades and
Reimagine Prep was contracted to serve 110 students in fifth grade.

MCSAB Evaluation of Charter School Performance

The Mississippi Charter School Authorizer Board uses the Mississippi Charter School
Performance Framework to evaluate each charter school’s academic, financial, and
organizational performance. The MCSAB annual report dated September 2016 indicates
that the board is awaiting data to complete its evaluations, but plans to release an
amended annual report with full evaluations for each school in December 2016.

According to MISS. CODE ANN. § 37-28-29 (1972), charter
contracts must include a performance framework that outlines
academic and operational performance indicators as well as
measures and metrics that will guide the authorizer’s evaluations
of the charter school (e.g., student academic proficiency, financial
performance, and sustainability). Per MISS. CODE ANN. § 37-28-31
(1972), the MCSAB must submit an annual report to the
Legislature regarding its evaluation of charter schools according
to their contracts. Also, the MCSAB must provide a performance
report for each charter school it oversees in accordance with the
performance framework. If a charter school’s performance is
unsatisfactory, the MCSAB must notify the charter school and
provide a reasonable opportunity for the school to remedy the
problem unless the problem warrants revocation.

The MCSAB developed a performance framework to provide
criteria (i.e., performance measures) for assessing charter schools.
For each performance measure, a school receives one of four
ratings: Exceeds Expectations, Meets Expectations, Approaches
Expectations, or Fails to Meet Expectations. The framework
includes the following areas:

e academic measures for student academic proficiency, academic
growth, performance of major student subgroups, etc.;

» financial measures, including fund balance, audit findings,
debt-to-asset ratio, and timely reporting; and

* organizational measures, including enrollment, discipline, at-
risk student populations, etc.

The MDE releases letter grades for schools and districts based on
the state’s “A through F” accountability system that evaluates how
schools and districts performed in the most recently completed
school year. This letter grade factors into the performance
framework as part of its academic measures for student academic
proficiency.
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The MDE released its most recent accountability ratings on
October 20, 2016, for the 2015-16 school year. Midtown Public
Charter School received a rating of “F” and Reimagine Prep
received a rating of “D.”

Results from the performance framework evaluations are used for
charter renewal decisions and can be used to initiate charter
school revocation proceedings during the contract term if the
school has persistent shortcomings or incidents that threaten the
health, safety, or welfare of students.

The MCSAB annual report released in September 2016 states that
the board is awaiting complete data in order to finalize its
evaluations. The board plans to amend its annual report to
include the full evaluation of charter schools in operation during
the 2015-16 school year and release the amended report in
December 2016 after approval during its December meeting.
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Sufficiency of Funding for Charter Schools

MISS. CODE ANN. § 37-28-37(2) (1972) requires in part that the
PEER Committee prepare an annual report assessing the
sufficiency of funding for charter schools. This chapter addresses
the following issues regarding the sufficiency of charter school
funding from

* state sources,
¢ Jocal ad valorem taxes,
o federal funds, and

» other sources, such as grants and gifts.

Sufficiency of State-Level Funding

Sufficiency of funding from the state of Mississippi is defined by the Legislature through the
Mississippi Adequate Education Program (MAEP) formula. During FY 2016 the Mississippi
Department of Education distributed MAEP funding to charter schools and public schools in a
consistent manner.

In Mississippi the legislature defines adequate funding to public
schools through the Mississippi Adequate Education Program.
MISS. CODE ANN. § 37-151-5(a) (1972) defines MAEP adequate
funding as:

“Adequate program” or “adequate education program” or
“Mississippi Adequate Education Program (MAEP)” shall
mean the program to establish adequate current
operation funding levels necessary for the programs of
such school district to meet at least a successful Level Il
rating of the accreditation system as established by the
State Board of Education using current statistically
relevant state assessment data.

For purposes of this review, PEER equates the Legislature’s definition
of adequate funding through the MAEP formula to constitute
sufficient funding from the state level for charter schools.

Under MAEP, school districts receive funding related to
instruction, administration, plant and maintenance and ancillary
(e.g., librarians and counselors) expenditures. Also under MAEP,
each school district and charter school receives funding for add-
on programes, such as special education, gifted, alternative school,
and transportation programs. Funding per student for add-on
programs is unique to each school based on the criteria
associated with each add-on program’s funding formula and the
school’s characteristics relative to the criteria.

For FY 2016, MAEP formula calculations resulted in a per-pupil
amount of $6,028 and $5,928 to Midtown Public and Reimagine
Prep, respectively. The difference in funding per pupil is
attributable the amount each school received from the add-on
programs component of the MAEP formula.
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As a result of budget cuts directed by the Governor and fewer
funds available than anticipated for components of the MAEP
formula, per-pupil amounts received by Midtown Public and
Reimagine Prep decreased to $5,998 and $5,898, respectively. The
adjustments to per-pupil funding experienced by both schools
were shared on a pro rata basis by each public school district
receiving MAEP funding. During FY 2016, Midtown Public and
Reimagine Prep received MAEP funding in a manner consistent
with other public school districts that received MAEP funds.

Sufficiency of Funding from Local Ad Valorem Taxes

Under state law, each school district’s board determines the amount of local funding by
setting the district’s local ad valorem tax rate. For FY 2016, Midtown Public and Reimagine
Prep received local support payments from ad valorem taxes in a manner consistent with
payments to the Jackson Public School District.

Under MISS. CODE ANN. § 37-57-104 (1972) local funding for
public school districts is set by the school board of each school
district during the submission of its annual budget, up to a
maximum of 55 mills.’ Further, MISS. CODE ANN. § 37-28-55(2)
(1972) requires each school district in which a charter school is
located to distribute a pro rata share of local support funds to all
charter schools in the district. For purposes of this review, PEER
equates the sufficiency of local funding levels for Midtown Public
and Reimagine Prep as the funding levels provided to other
Jackson Public School District (JPSD) schools.

For the two charter schools in operation in FY 2016, local support
payments are based on ad valorem tax receipts received by the
charter schools’ host school district for the previous fiscal year. A
per-pupil amount is calculated using the host district’s average
daily membership for months one through nine of the previous
fiscal year. These calculations resulted in a per-pupil payment of
$2,624. PEER verified these calculations through a combination of
JPSD’s audited financial statements and Mississippi Department
of Education attendance reports.

Sufficiency of Funding from Federal Funds

Federal funds received by the Mississippi Department of Education are distributed to each
public school district and charter school based on the school’s ability to meet federal
program requirements.

MISS. CODE ANN. § 37-28-55(4)(a) (1972) requires the MDE to
direct to each qualified charter school a proportional share of all
monies generated under applicable federal programs and grants.
The MDE receives federal grant funds and distributes them to
each qualified school based on the standards set forth in each
grant’s program and agreement and a school’s ability to meet
these specifications. The MDE must comply with the distribution
requirements specified by each federal program or grant. The

° For the purpose of property tax assessment, one mill represents $1 in property taxes for every $1,000 in assessed
property value.
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distribution of these funds is audited by the federal government
for compliance with stated program and grant requirements.

Within this framework for the distribution of federal funds,
charter schools have equitable access to apply for and receive
federal funds. In regard to sufficiency, the amount a charter
school receives in federal funds depends on each charter school’s
characteristics as they related to meeting the requirements set
forth by the federal program or grant.

In FY 2016, Midtown Public and Reimagine Prep received grant
funds from the following federal grants:

e 21st Century Community Learning Centers Program grants;
e Title I, Part A and Title II, Part A Grants;
* food service grants.

For more information on each of these grants, please see
Appendix D on page 29.

Sufficiency of Funding from Other Sources

A charter school’s ability to obtain funding from grants, gifts, and donations is dependent
on the school’s ability to successfully apply for grants and attract gifts and donations
from other sources.

Under MISS. CODE ANN. § 37-28-59(2) (1972) charter schools are
granted the authority to receive other forms of support (i.e.,
charitable contributions and private grants). Like federal funds, these
other sources of revenue are variable and depend on each charter
school’s ability to successfully apply for grants and attract donations
and gifts from other sources. Therefore, sufficiency of funding from
these sources is unique to each charter school and the amount
received from these sources will vary between charter schools.

In FY 2016, Midtown Public and Reimagine Prep received funding
from other sources that included charitable contributions, fund-
raising revenue; and MCSAB start-up grants.’

See Exhibit 1, page 18 for the total amount received from these
sources.

Charter School Funding Received

During FY 2016, Midtown Public received approximately $1.46 million and Reimagine Prep
received approximately $1.48 million from MAEP, local ad valorem taxes, federal funds,
grants, gifts, and donations.

Exhibit 1, page 18, details the amount received by each charter
school from funding sources.

¢ Start-up grants are grant funds provided by the MCSAB to charter schools for items related to setting up and starting a
charter school. Start-up grants may be used for salaries, supplies, equipment, or other start-up expenses. Each charter
school must submit an application to the MCSAB detailing how the grant funds will be spent.
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Exhibit 1: FY 2016 Charter School Funding Sources

Source of Funds Midtown Public Reimagine Prep
MAEP $ 623,742 $ 648,797
Local Ad Valorem Taxes 278,129 317,487
Federal Funds* 212,114 333,526
[G)i(;‘;sa{ti(;r:sn::, and 343,204 179,350
Total $1,457,189 $1,479,160

*Amounts include amounts paid by Mississippi in supplemental child nutrition grants.
** Includes MCSAB start-up grants of $22,900 per