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CHARTER SCHOOL APPLICATION RECOMMENDATION

SUBMITTED TO THE PUBLIC EDUCATION COMMISSION

Dr. Don Duran, Assistant Secretary of Education

CHARTER SCHOOLS DIVISION

	Name: Sandia Academy
	Projected Grades: K - 12

	Projected Enrollment: 500
	Proposed location: Albuquerque

	Founder: Mellani Murphy and Ralph Arrellanas

	Recommendation: 

I recommend that the Public Education Commission Deny the application.  


The application does not provide a coherent plan for implementing the educational plan for the proposed school.  The use of mentors for the school is at both confusing and lacks clarity on how the mentors role supports the plan.  The application lacks specifics on how the Learning Center will function with 500 students needing to access the facility either one or two days a week.  

The application lacks details of the modifications that will be made for students with Individualized Education Plans.  The Academy plans to meet their legal obligations regarding Special Education students by placing the students in the least restrictive environment by making the general education web-based curriculum available at anytime. Merely providing access to the web-based educational program does not provide the necessary oversight required by federal and state law. The oversight of progress for Special Education students is not elaborated upon beyond what appears to be the expectation for all student and teacher interaction, both with the general and special education populations.  This lack of detail for students with disabilities raises concerns on how the school would modify the curriculum for students with other linguistic or special needs. 
There are other critical areas of concerns that make it very difficult to recommend this school for approval as a quality public choice.  In addition, there are concerns with the relationship between the “vendor” and the school. If the school was approved, but K12   Curriculum was not the vendor selected in the procurement process, could the school exist?  The rationale given for the school was inextricably interwoven with the vendor and the services they will be providing. 

I have also asked our Charter Schools Division attorney for a legal opinion that would address my concerns about the “virtual” school being proposed by this applicant.  I want to emphasize that this application is inadequate even without the legal issues addressed in the opinion.  However, it provided me with guidance about the questionable legality of the establishment of a virtual school under New Mexico law.  
The specific rationale for my recommendation to deny is based upon the school’s application which was incomplete or inadequate in the educational plan, financial plan, and governance/management plan submitted for review.  The most significant deficiencies are highlighted herein, however, additional details that support the reasons for my recommendation to deny can be found in the final evaluation that has been provided to the commissioners.  

MISSION

The school/organizational goals do not fully meet the SMART goal format because they lack timelines and fail to specifically identify mechanisms that would measure successful completion. 

EDUCATIONAL PLAN

There are a number of continuing concerns with the educational plan being proposed by the Academy.  Among those concerns are: the superficially described role of “mentors” in the educational process; the lack of clarity provided for the operation of the Learning Center, the capacity of teachers to deal with an undefined PTR in the online setting, the lack of access to the K12 curriculum for English Language Learners, a lack of clearly defined academic performance goals, and an insufficient description of the support to be provided for students with special learning needs.

Of particular concern raised in the preliminary analysis, is the role of the “parents or other responsible adults” (mentors) who are charged with some very high-level instructional responsibilities, including, but not limited to, ensuring that students are motivated, completing and submitting assignments, and that the students understand their coursework.
The operational structure of the Learning Center is underdeveloped in the application.  It is stated that students in grades K-8 will be required to attend the Learning Center one day per week and students in high school will attend two days per week.  Along with this expectation, Academy proposes that students who demonstrate “particular circumstances or needs” will attend more often.  It is further described that students with specific learning needs (i.e., Special Education students and English Language Learners) may be expected to attend even more (potentially 5 days per week).  The logistical arrangements necessary to staff a Learning Center with qualified teachers (indicated to be the same teachers), to provide enough space in the Learning Center, facilitate online access, and provide ancillary services when needed are not adequately contemplated in the application or in the subsequent input information. This lack of a management plan for the “brick and mortar” Learning Center education experience raises questions about the school’s capacity to deliver its educational plan as outlined.  

The oversight of progress for Special Education students is not elaborated upon beyond what appears to be the expectation for all student and teacher interaction, both with the general and special education populations.
GOVERNANCE / MANAGEMENT PLAN

This application fails to provide a detailed breakdown by teacher by grade level and for each HS course for the staffing plan. What are the specific grades, courses, subjects that each of the 13 FT/PT teachers will be assigned to cover?   The applicant indicated that the learning center staff and the online distance learning staff are the same people, making it very difficult to understand how the school will be able to maintain its 20:1 student/teacher ratios and effectively and compliantly provide instructional services to 500 students at all grade levels, K-12.
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