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Highlights 
This report includes initial findings from the evaluation of the Public Charter School Start-Up 
Grant program implemented by the Texas Education Agency between 2010 and 2015, in which 
ICF, the external evaluator: (1) examined how grantees budgeted for and used their grant funds; 
and (2) gathered data to understand charter school planning and initial implementation. 
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Introduction 

Charter schools have continued to grow in popularity over the past 20 years as promising 
school reform models and alternatives to the traditional public school. According to the National 
Alliance for Public Charter Schools, 6,004 public charter schools operated across the country 
during the 2012–13 school year—more than 6% of all public schools in the country. The number 
rose to 6,440 active public charter schools for the 2013–14 school year. As of 2014, 42 states 
and the District of Columbia had public charter school laws in effect (Center for Education 
Reform, 2014; National Alliance for Public Charter Schools, 2014). 

All public charter schools share the goal of improving student achievement and being held 
accountable to this purpose. However, public charter schools, in comparison to traditional public 
schools, have greater flexibility in pursuing the goal of student achievement through various 
models and innovative strategies. For example, charter schools may have a Foreign Language 
Immersion Program or a science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM)-focused 
curriculum, or they may alter the learning environment by having extended learning time or 
multiage/multigrade programs. Charter schools may also specifically target at-risk students or 
maintain parent involvement policies that are more specific than those at traditional public 
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Evaluation Approach and Data Sources 
Although much research has been conducted on the effectiveness of charter schools, findings 
tend to be mixed and many questions still remain, such as what practices are related to the best 
outcomes and under what circumstances? TEA has contracted with ICF to conduct an 
evaluation of its Public Charter School Start-Up Grant program. The evaluation began in July 
2011 and will end on August 31, 2017. Through this evaluation, ICF is examining how grantees 
budget for and use their grant funds; gathering data from charter holder boards, administrators, 
and teachers to understand charter school planning and initial implementation; and examining 
charter school performance, with a particular focus on the characteristics of high-performing 
charter school campuses and best practices in how grantees use CSP funds. 

The evaluation of the Public Charter School Start-Up Grant is being guided by five research 
questions: 

1. � In what specific ways do grantees use Public Charter School Start-Up Grant funds? 
2. � What best practices can be identified in how grantees use funds? 
3. � Within high-performing charter schools, to what extent do student outcomes differ by charter 

school type, mission, or focus? 
4. � To what extent do student and school outcomes differ between high-performing charter 

schools and traditional neighborhood schools? 
5. � To what extent do student and school outcomes differ between charter schools approved 

and funded through the 2011–2015 competitive grant process and those approved for 
noncompetitive funding in 2010–11? 

This evaluation includes the collection and analysis of qualitative and quantitative data from a 
wide range of stakeholders. Qualitative components of the evaluation include content analyses 
of Public Charter School Start-Up Grant applications and grantee mission statements, as well as 
site visits to high-performing charter school campuses that incorporate interviews with charter 
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findings were based on information provided in their grant applications, from their school 
websites, and from the Public Charter School Start-Up Grant expenditure data from TEA.  

The current report is the first comprehensive report to be produced for this evaluation. It 
incorporates and builds on findings from the first interim brief and includes analyses and data 
from both Cohort I and Cohort II grantees (recipients of 2012–2014 Public Charter School Start-
Up Grant funds). In addition to analyses of grant applications, budgets, and expenditures, this 
report presents findings from data collected through surveys administered to charter school 
campus teachers, administrators, and charter holder board members and from site visits to 
selected Cohort I and II schools. This report continues to address Research Question 1 and 
begins to address Research Question 2.  

Data Sources 
Analyses of qualitative and quantitative data were conducted, using seven sources of data: 
Public Charter School Start-Up grantee applications; grant budgets; grant expenditure data 
(Expenditure Data); grantee’s application amendments; the Public Charter School Start-Up 
Grant Expenditure Survey (Expenditure Survey); surveys of grantee administrators, teachers, 
and charter holder board members; and interviews and focus groups conducted during site 
visits. The following is a more detailed description of each data source and the types of 
analyses conducted. 

Public Charter School Start-Up Grant Applications. An analysis of Cohort I and II grantees’ 
applications was conducted to provide descriptive information about projected student 
enrollment and staffing, as well as an estimate of the number of at-risk students who would 
attend. 

Public Charter School Start-Up Grant Budgets. Cohort I and II grantees’ proposed start-up 
grant budgets were extracted from their grant applications. Quantitative analyses of these data 
were conducted to describe how grantees intended to use their planning and implementation 
funds and to identify any patterns across charter types. 

Public Charter School Start-Up Grantee Expenditure Data (Expenditure Data). 
Reimbursement requests for the Public Charter School Start-Up Grant expenditures were 
tracked in TEA’s grantee expenditure database. Analyses were conducted on expenditures from 
the time of the grant award on April 1, 2011 to November 30, 2012 for Cohort I, and from the 
grant award on May 1, 2012 to September 30, 2014 for Cohort II, examining how grantees 
spent grant funds to carry out planning and implementation activities during these time periods 
(Research Question 1). 

Public Charter School Start-Up Grant Application Amendments. In addition to grant 
expenditure data, amendments to grantees’ applications requesting alterations to grant funding 
requests were reviewed to inform both Research Questions 1 and 2. These data helped discern 
how grantees planned for and used start-up grant funds. 

Public Charter School Start-Up Grant Expenditure Survey (Expenditure Survey). This 
instrument was developed by ICF and administered in the spring of 2012 to Cohort I grantees 
and in the spring of 2013 to Cohort II grantees. The purpose was to gain a more detailed 
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understanding of the specific products and services on which schools spent funds, beyond the 
broader categories included in the data retrieved from TEA’s grantee expenditure database 
(Research Question 1). 

Surveys of Public Charter School Start-Up Grantee Administrators, Teachers, and 
Charter Holder Board Members. Responses to selected items from surveys administered in 
the spring of 2012 and spring of 2013 (to Cohorts I and II, respectively) were analyzed to gain a 
deeper understanding of the decision-making processes of grantees. Surveys were 
administered online and included a wide range of questions about the school facility, 
instructional approach and curriculum, technology, professional development, school 
operations, school governance and leadership, and challenges to starting a charter school. 

Site Visit Interviews and Focus Groups. Site visits to four grantee charter school campuses 
took place in May 2014. To be eligible for a site visit, the charter school campuses had to 
demonstrate early evidence of success with student outcomes. Nine grantee charter school 
campuses met the requirements, and four were selected for a site visit. Three of the charter 
school campuses visited were Cohort II grantees, and one was a Cohort I grantee. Each of the 
site visits included interviews with school administrators and charter holder board members as 
well as focus groups with teachers. Data were analyzed using codes and subcodes related to 
site visit goals and areas of interest, and findings were extracted to help identify potential best 
practices. Both Research Questions 1 and 2 were addressed through analysis of data from site 
visits. 

Structure of the Report 
The following report is divided into three chapters. These chapters include findings from Cohort I 
and Cohort II grantees, using the data sources described above; where appropriate, 
comparisons are made between cohorts as well as charter school types: 

�ƒ Chapter 1  addresses Research Question 1, describing how grantees have used Public 
Charter School Start-Up funds to implement their programs. Data sources included the 
Expenditure Data and the Expenditure Survey. Grant amendments were also reviewed to 
look at changes in how grantees allocated their funds. 

�ƒ Chapter 2  addresses Research Question 2, introducing a potential set of best practices in 
how grantees use funds. Data sources included site visit interviews and focus groups, 
supplemented by data from the Expenditure Data, the Expenditure Survey, and budget 
amendments.  

�ƒ Chapter 3  summarizes key findings and outlines next steps for further addressing Research 
Questions 1 and 2 and addresses remaining Research Questions 3, 4, and 5.  

Also included with this report are three appendices: 

�ƒ Appendix A  includes a summary table of Cohort I and II grantees that describes them in 
terms of the geographic area served, charter type, and projected enrollment and staffing; 

�ƒ Appendix B  provides details on the evaluation methodology, including specifics on analysis 
of charter school budgets and expenditures as well as survey administration, site visit 
execution, and analysis of the resulting data; and 
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�ƒ Appendix C  provides individual grantee profiles (dashboards) for Cohort I and Cohort II 
grantees. Both versions include basic information about the grantees (e.g., charter type, 
charter holder organization, summary of the mission, student enrollment, grant 
expenditures), as well as student achievement data in mathematics and reading. The Cohort 
I dashboard has two years of student performance data, and the Cohort II dashboard 
includes baseline data on student performance in reading and mathematics. 

The findings presented in this report build on initial analyses conducted for the project and 
provide a foundation on which the next evaluation report will expand. The final report to be 
published in early 2018 will incorporate data from the first two cohorts, as well as new cohorts. 
This report will also incorporate findings from the second interim brief as well as a complete 
tracking of expenditures, surveys, site visits, and student performance assessments over time. 
In addition, further insights will be provided into how grantees use their funds (Research 
Question 1); best practices employed by grantees pertaining to the use of start-up funds to 
support school missions and accomplish grant goals (Research Question 2); and characteristics 
of high-performing charter school campuses and differences in how they perform compared to 
other charter school campuses and to traditional neighborhood schools (Research Questions 3– 
5). 

9 
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Chapter 1: Grantee Use of Charter School Funds 

Introduction 
This chapter provides the ICF evaluation team’s findings related to Research Question 1 of this 
evaluation: “In what specific ways do grantees use Public Charter School Start-Up Grant 
funds?” This chapter summarizes products and services purchased by grantees using grant 
funds. Specifically, the evaluation team summarizes findings from analyses using quantitative 
data on how Cohort I and II grantees have used their grant funds to plan and implement their 
educational programs. The evaluation team then presents findings from analyses of how 
grantees have allocated grant funds to different types of expenditures to meet their goals, 
looking at trends across cohorts and charter types. However, these trends or patterns are 
primarily descriptive in nature and provide an overview of how grantees spent or targeted their 
grant funds; this chapter does not evaluate the effectiveness of that spending. In chapter 2 of 
this report, the evaluation team reports the results in this chapter in conjunction with qualitative 
data to address Research Question 2, which seeks to identify potential best practices in the use 
of grant funds. 

The analyses in this chapter are based on two sources of data. First, the Expenditure Data 
based on data retrieved from TEA’s grantee expenditure database was used to assess how 
grantees allocated their expenditures among different budget categories. Because both cohorts 
of grantees had submitted all modifications to their budgets before the writing of this report, 
these data provided a comprehensive picture of how grantees had actually been using their 
grant funds. 

The second source of data used in this chapter is the Expenditure Survey, which was 
administered to Cohort I grantees at the end of the 2011–12 school year (May 2012) and to 
Cohort II grantees at the end of the 2012–13 school year (May 2013). Through this survey, the 
evaluation team collected data on the specific products and services on which grantees spent 
grant funds. One limitation of this data source is that it reflects expenditures only up to the point 
when grantees completed the survey; any additional expenditures after the survey but before 
the end of the grant would not be reflected in the data. However, the advantage of the 
Expenditure Survey is that it provides a more detailed picture of grantee spending than the 
Expenditure Data, which showed expenditures in broader budget categories. 

Profile of Grant Expenditures Through September 30, 2014 
Answering Research Question 1 requires an understanding of how grantees decided to allocate 
their funds, both between different grant periods and among different expenditure categories. To 
analyze expenditures in a comprehensive way, the evaluation team relied on data from TEA’s 
grantee expenditure database after drawdowns from all grantees had been completed.   

Table 1.2 shows that, on average, grantees spent 97% of the start-up grant funds that they were 
awarded. This percentage was similar between Cohort I (96%) and Cohort II (98%) grantees. 
Four grantees spent less than 95% of their total grant funds. Of these, three were Cohort I 

10 



  

 

 

 
 

  
   

 
 

  
  

  
 
 

 
 

  
 
 
 

  
  

 
 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

Texas Charter School Start-Up Grant (2011–2015) First December 2017 

Comprehensive Report 

campus charter schools and one was a new school designated under an existing charter in 
Cohort II. 

Table 1.2. Percentage of Grant Funds Spent by Cohort I and Cohort II Public Charter School Start-
Up Grantees 

Charter Type 

Percentage of 
Charter School 
Start-Up Grant 
Funds Spent  

All Schools in Cohort I and Cohort II Average �   97%� 
Cohort I (n = 11) Average�   96%� 

Arrow Academy OEC 100% 
Compass Academy  OEC 100% 
Highland Park Critical Thinking Campus CC 85% 
Infinity Preparatory Middle School NSD 100% 
Leadership Prep School OEC 100% 
Newman International Academy of Arlington OEC 100% 
Pinnacle Preparatory Academy NSD 100% 
Premier Learning Academy OEC 100% 
Rhodes Technology and Media Charter School CC 92% 
Travis Early College High School CC 80% 
William A. Lawson Institute for Peace and Prosperity  99% 

Cohort II (n = 14) Average   99% 
Austin Achieve OEC 100% 
Elite Academy NSD 100% 
Fallbrook College Preparatory Academy OEC 100% 
Founders Classical Academy NSD 95% 
Innovation Academy—University of Texas at Tyler UCS 100% 
KIPP Coastal Village Middle School CC 100% 
Legacy Preparatory Academy OEC 100% 
Luna Preparatory Secondary  NSD 100% 
Media Arts Academy NSD 83% 
Prime Prep Academy OEC 100% 
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Figure 1.1 shows the percentage of grantees’ total grant funds spent for planning and for 
implementation. Overall, the distribution of funds between planning and implementation was 
relatively even, with slightly more money spent in the implementation phase (54%) than in the 
planning phase (46%). This breakdown was different between the two cohorts: Cohort I 
grantees spent a larger percentage of their grant funds on project planning, while Cohort II 
grantees spent a larger percentage on project implementation. However, there was 
considerable variation within cohorts, implying that these decisions were driven by grantee-
specific needs rather than by a cohort-wide pattern. For example, in Cohort I, three grantees 
operating campus charter schools spent 100% of their funds on implementation, while three 
other grantees in Cohort I (two new schools designated under an existing charter and one open-
enrollment charter school) spent less than 10% on implementation. Similarly, Cohort II included 
three grantees that spent more than 75% of their funds on implementation, as well as three that 
spent less than 35% on implementation. 

Figure 1.1. Public Charter School Start-Up Grantee Expenditures Between Planning and 
Implementation by Cohort 
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Source: Texas Education Agency, Public Charter School Start-Up Grantee Expenditure Data, 2012, 2014. 

There were also no apparent patterns in this respect among grantees by charter school type; 
within each charter type, the breakdown between planning and implementation varied widely. 
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Figure 1.2. Public Charter School Start-Up Grantee Expenditures by Expense Category, Overall 
and by Cohort 
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Note. Cohort II grantees were not given the option to allocate funds to indirect costs. Percentages may not total 100% 
due to rounding. Source: Texas Education Agency, Public Charter School Start-Up Grantee Expenditure Data, 2012, 
2014. 

Figure 1.3 shows the distribution of Public Charter School Start-Up funds spent across 
expenditure categories by grantee charter type.8 This figure shows that there are notable 
differences in the way grantees with different charter types have spent their grant funds. 
Campus charter school grantees spent nearly three quarters of their funds (71%) on capital 
outlay items. In addition, campus charter grantees spent less of their grant funds on payroll 
costs, supplies and materials, and professional and contract services than did other charter 
types. 

Compared to other charter types, grantees operating new schools designated under an existing 
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New schools designated under an existing charter and campus charter schools, on the other 
hand, may have received products and services from authorizing organizations, and, as a result, 
could have used grant funds in more targeted ways. This pattern is explored in more detail in 
the following section of this report. 

Figure 1.3. Public Charter School Start-Up Grantee Expenditure Categories by School Type 
(Cohorts I and II Combined) 
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Percentage of Grantees 
Reporting Having Spent 

Public Charter School Start-
  Up Grant Funds 

 Expenditure Category Product or Service Cohort I 
 (n = 11) 

Cohort II 
 (n = 14) 

All 
 (n = 25) 

Instructional Programs and Materials Assessments 27% 29% 28% 

Instructional Programs and Materials  Classroom Technology Hardware  100% 86% 92% 

Instructional Programs and Materials Core Curriculum 36% 43% 40% 

Instructional Programs and Materials Curriculum Development 73% 36% 52% 

Instructional Programs and Materials  Instructional Software  64% 36% 48% 

Instructional Programs and Materials Library/Media Expenditures 45% 21% 32% 

Instructional Programs and Materials  Summer School  0% 7% 4% 

Instructional Programs and Materials Supplemental Materials 91% 79% 84% 

Instructional Programs and Materials 
Textbooks and Other Instructional 
Supplies 

91% 86% 88% 
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products or services in four of the five categories as grantees operating new schools designated 
under an existing charter or campus charter schools. For example, almost three quarters of 
grantees operating open-enrollment charter schools spent grant funds on other services such as 
legal services or outreach, while no more than half of grantees operating new schools 
designated under an existing charter or campus charter schools spent grant funds on those 
products and services. 
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Table 1.6. Public Charter School Start-Up Grante es' Use of Charter School Start-Up Grant Funds, 
by Product or Service and Charter Type 

Percentage of Grantees That 
Spent Public Charter School 

Start-Up Grant Funds 

Expenditure Category Product or Service OEC 
(n = 11) 

NSD 
(n = 9) 

CC 
(n = 4) 

Instructional Programs and 
Materials 

Assessments 36% 22% 25% 

Instructional Programs and 
Materials 

Classroom Technology Hardware  82% 100% 100% 

Instructional Programs and 
Materials 

Core Curriculum 64% 22% 25% 

Instructional Programs and 
Materials 

Curriculum Development 73% 0% 100% 

Instructional Programs and 
Materials 

Instructional Software  91% 0% 50% 

Instructional Programs and 
Materials 

Library/Media Expenditures 45% 11% 50% 

Instructional Programs and 
Materials 

Summer School 9%  0%  0% 

Instructional Programs and 
Materials 

Supplemental Materials 100%  67% 100% 

Instructional Programs and 
Materials 

Textbooks and Other Instructional 
Supplies 

91% 89% 100% 

Other Services (e.g., Legal 
Services, Outreach) 

Advertisement (as part of outreach)  18% 22% 0% 

Other Services (e.g., Legal 
Services, Outreach) 

Community Outreach Efforts 45% 11% 50% 

Other Services (e.g., Legal 
Services, Outreach) 

Food services equipment and 
softwarea  18% 22% 0% 

Other Services (e.g., Legal 
Services, Outreach) 

Specific Legal Services Related to 
Charter School Start-Up

 36% 0%  0% 

Other Services (e.g., Legal 
Services, Outreach) 

Transporting Students to or from 
Grant Activities 

9%  0%  0% 

Contracted Professional 
Professional Development Development Services (e.g., 55% 11% 75% 

speakers or presenters) 

Professional Development 
Registration Fees for Staff to Attend 
Conferences/Workshops/Seminars  

45% 11% 25% 

Professional Development 
Travel Reimbursement for Staff to 
Attend Professional Development

 45% 0%  25% 

School Facilities and 
Equipment 

Building Repairs & Renovationsb  9%  0%  0% 

School Facilities and 
Equipment 

Classroom Furniture 100%  67% 100% 

School Facilities and 
Equipment 

Financial Management Software and 
Training

 64% 0%  0% 

21 
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The primary pattern that emerged in the analyses described in this chapter is that grantees with 
different charter types spent grant funds in various ways. Most important, grantees operating 
open-enrollment charter schools appeared to have spread their grant funding over a wider 
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interviews during site visits at these charter school campuses. The analysis in this chapter 
draws on the practices from all nine charter school campuses identified as high performing, 
although the most detailed findings come from the four charter school campuses selected for 
site visits. 

Throughout this chapter, the evaluation team describes what successful grantees do and 
analyzes how those actions contribute to their success. In the following section, the evaluation 
team explains how data were collected, articulates a functional definition of best practices, and 
outlines the limits of the evaluation approach. The evaluation team then describes six potential 
best practices. For each practice identified, the evaluation team uses examples to illustrate how 
grantees have incorporated the practice, describes how it benefits the grantee, and suggests 
ways other charter school campuses might adopt the practice. After highlighting the individual 
potential best practices, the evaluation team offers some concluding thoughts about trends or 
patterns common across these practices and shows how the analysis of such practices fits 
within the overall evaluation. 

Data Sources 

ICF drew on a variety of sources to address Research Question 2, including data from site 
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Expenditure Data 

Data from the Expenditure Survey, TEA’s grantee expenditure database, and budget 
amendments were first used to corroborate data from the site visits that focused on how 
grantees used start-up funds. These data also illuminated patterns/trends in spending across all 
nine schools showing early evidence of success. Identifying patterns/trends allowed the 
evaluation team to expand its focus beyond potential best practices from the four site visit 
schools and provided a framework for identifying potential best practices from the remaining five 
schools showing early evidence of success. Linking the patterns/trends in the expenditure data 
and the potential best practices across all nine of these schools was a critical step in validating 
the importance and prevalence of the practices the evaluation team highlights in this report. 

Stakeholder Surveys 

Selected questions from the charter school stakeholder surveys were used as another source of 
data to substantiate and expand upon the initial set of practices identified from site visit data. 
The stakeholder surveys were administered to administrators, board members, and teachers of 
all Public Charter School Start-Up Grant charter school campuses; thus, these data were 
available for all nine grantees showing early evidence of success. These surveys gathered data 
regarding how grantees used start-up funds, how grant funds supported innovative or unique 
features at each school, the level of stakeholder involvement in decision making, and the 
challenges that schools experienced in implementing their start-up grant. Systematic analysis of 
these data provided additional evidence to support the potential best practices selected. 
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collaborative relationship with TEA, where school officials consulted TEA guidelines regularly 
and spoke with TEA staff when they had questions about the guidelines. According to 
information collected during the site visit, these discussions facilitated open communication 
between parties. 

Finally, the evaluation team found that cooperative purchase agreements helped charter school 
campuses realize economies of scale in their use of Public Charter School Start-Up Grant 
funds. For example, a charter school campus from Cohort II reported that it procured discounted 
supplies and materials by partnering with other schools to buy in bulk. Another school, a Cohort 
I grantee, was exploring a joint consortia agreement with other schools to obtain discounts on 
supplies and equipment. At the time of the site visit, the staff said they had not yet entered into 
any agreements with other parties, but had already identified cost savings the school could 
achieve when it finalized its plans. 

Cultivating relationships and establishing support networks helped grantees use funds 
effectively in several ways. Most importantly, by allowing grantees to leverage resources from 
entities with specific areas of expertise (e.g., financial management), they were able to focus 
more on their core competencies. Even when consultations between grantees and external 
stakeholders (e.g., community members, businesses) did not result in direct partnerships, the 
relationships built a foundation of trust between stakeholders. This foundation benefited all 
types of grantees, but was especially useful for open-enrollment charter schools. For these 
schools, building a diverse support network was critical to achieving their goals, because they 
were sometimes stand-alone schools that might not have had access to resources or support 
that may normally accompany other types of charter school campuses.  

Potential Best Practice 3: Demonstrating fl exibility in planning and use of funds 
throughout the grant period helped grantees with implementation. 

The evaluation team found that high-performing grantees demonstrated flexibility with the use of 
Public Charter School Start-Up Grant funds, while still maintaining the overall vision for their 
charter. They achieved this flexibility by striking a balance between adhering to their original 
design and making adjustments as necessary. They were not rigid in their implementation and 
did not miss opportunities to learn during the grant period. During the site visits, high-performing 
grantees reported that they followed the original grant budget during the first year, during which 
they said that they would spend about half their funds. However, in the second year, they often 
filed amendments based on deliberate and collaborative needs assessments.   

This process was a potential best practice for two main reasons. First, it allowed grantees to 
incorporate lessons learned during the first year of the grant. These lessons varied from grantee 
to grantee, but often were related to the professional development activities that teachers found 
most beneficial or to technologies that staff perceived were most useful with students in the first 
year. Second, the amendment process itself was an opportunity to bring administrators, 
teachers, and other stakeholders together to talk about how they were spending grant funds.  

During a site visit with a Cohort II grantee, the evaluation team saw how this practice 
contributed to their success. An administrator explained that the initial grant plan did not include 
funds for standardized textbooks and that various teachers used different materials for similar 
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charter schools could benefit from adopting this practice, but new schools designated under an 
existing charter have an especially strong opportunity to incorporate this best practice early in 
their grants. By emphasizing data and evidence in early decisions, new schools designated 
under an existing charter can establish data collection systems that can be used for a variety of 
interventions in the future. This practice may be especially useful for stand-alone open-
enrollment charter schools campuses, which may still be building up their data collection 
infrastructure and policies, although the evaluation team also expects that every school could 
benefit from establishing practices to collect and use data when making decisions. 

Potential Best Practice 5: Integrati ng technology with the curriculum and 
instructional approaches helped gran tees address gaps and reinforce their 
school models. 

The analysis of expenditure data revealed that almost all grantees used Public Charter School 
Start-Up Grant funds for technology purchases. However, the pattern the evaluation team 
observed that was unique to high-performing grantees was their integration of technology with 
curriculum and instructional approaches. 

In their survey responses, several high-performing grantees identified ways they used 
technology to reinforce their school’s model and philosophy. For example, a Cohort I charter 
school campus with an emphasis on critical thinking reported that it used technology that 
allowed students to “manipulate data,” which offered students opportunities to interact with the 
content of their classes. According to the school’s survey response, this approach allowed 
students to “become the teachers in the classroom” when they report their findings. Another 
grantee reported that technology in its classroom was “the most unique or innovative feature” on 
their charter school campus and identified “interactive whiteboards” as a tool that especially 
supported its mission. During the site visits, the evaluation team found a similar pattern at other 
high-performing charter school campuses, where teachers used technology to encourage 
hands-on learning. When interviewed by the evaluation team, teachers explained that 
technology helped students engage in the classroom when it was integrated into the overall 
instructional approach. 

Start-up grantees that serve students from low-income backgrounds have much to gain from 
implementing this practice. At these schools, many students do not have new technology in their 
homes, so the integration of technology with their curriculum can help ameliorate this 
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The evaluation team recognizes that subsequent cohorts will likely also have successful 
grantees and that analysis of their practices will reveal additional best practices. Even though 
the potential best practices described here should be considered preliminary, they also offer 
lessons learned that later cohorts can use to improve and refine their practices. This chapter 
therefore contributes to the overall evaluation by identifying potential best practices that may 
form the basis for a final analysis of what works well in spending start-up grant funds to plan for 
and implement start-up of new Texas charter schools.  
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activities of the three campus charter schools within the cohort, suggesting that spending 
differences existed according to charter type. When spending by charter type was examined, 
the evaluation team found that new open-enrollment charter schools distributed spending more 
evenly across the different expenditure categories, perhaps due to operating more 
independently than other charter types.  

Spending by Cohort I grantees exhibited a pattern of being distributed more widely 
across expenditure categories, both for general funds from other sources and for Public 
Charter School Start-Up Grant funds, compared to that of Cohort II. Findings from the 
Expenditure Survey provided a more nuanced picture of specific products and services within 
expenditure categories obtained through Public Charter School Start-Up Grant funds. Spending 
differences by charter type were more apparent through this data source, and a difference in 
spending by cohort was also found. Specifically, almost all Cohort I grantees spent funds on 
each of the expenditure categories,11 whereas Cohort II grantee spending was more focused on 
select categories: instructional programs and materials, school facilities and equipment, and 
staffing. This pattern held when grantees were asked to indicate for which expenditure 
categories Public Charter School Start-Up Grant funds had specifically been used. Thus, results 
from the Expenditure Survey showed a difference between cohorts in spending. 

Analysis of Expenditure Data suggested that a pattern in spending differences across 
expenditure categories existed based on charter school type. When Public Charter School 
Start-Up Grant spending across expenditure categories was examined across charter type 
based on the Expenditure Survey, there was consistency across charter types in the spending 
of Public Charter School Start-Up Grant funds on instructional programs and materials and 
staffing. However, new schools designated under an existing charter were less likely to spend 
funds on school facilities and equipment or on professional development.  

Patterns in spending on individual products and services may be more attributable to 
charter type, rather than cohort, adding evidence to the conclusion that grantees with 
different charter types spent grant funds differently. A closer look at Public Charter School 
Start-Up Grant spending on individual products and services using Expenditure Survey 
responses indicated that spending across cohorts was similar in some areas (e.g., classroom 
furniture, classroom technology hardware, textbooks and other instructional supplies) and varied 
in others. Specifically, a greater proportion of Cohort II grantees spent grant funds on salaries 
and incentives for principals, and a greater proportion of Cohort I grantees spent grant funds on 
curriculum development. However, it is difficult to determine the extent to which these 
differences can be attributed to cohort versus charter type, in that each cohort consisted of 
multiple charter types. Looking closer at grantee spending by charter type on individual products 
and services, grantees operating open-enrollment charter schools spent funds across a broader 
array of products and services than new schools designated under an existing charter and 
campus charter school grantees. Analysis of data from future cohorts will determine if this 
pattern continues to exist. 

11 The five expenditure categories were: payroll, professional and contract services, supplies and materials, other 
operating costs, capital outlay items, and indirect costs. 
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High-performing start-up grantees used evidence to inform practice, particularly in 
making decisions about policies, activities, and purchases. Relying on evidence from 
assessments and other data sources can help inform grantees of what is working and where 
improvements are needed, thus helping to target instructional and management approaches. 
This best practice speaks again to a process of continuous improvement and refinement, based 
on feedback from stakeholders and student needs. 

Integrating technology with curriculum and instructional approaches helped grantees 
address gaps and reinforce their school models. This best practice goes further than simply 
having technology available. By closely and thoughtfully integrating technology with the overall 
instructional approach, gaps across subject areas can be addressed and the school model can 
be reinforced for teachers and students. Implementation of this best practice can have important 
benefits for low-income students, who may have less access to technology outside of the school 
environment. In addition, overall student engagement can be improved by appropriate 
technology integration. 

Creating a collaborative relationship among stakeholders, including administrators, 
teachers, and parents helped improve the school culture. Involving teachers and other 
stakeholders in decision making encourages a collective school culture and buy-in from staff.  

Throughout the best practices described, a recurring theme of fostering a collaborative 
environment is apparent. Being open to feedback from experts, teachers, and parents is 
important for improvement of processes and better outcomes. By involving stakeholders, a 
community of individuals invested in the charter school’s success is established, and students 
benefit from an environment shaped to their learning needs. 

Next Steps 
To further address Research Question 1, the final report will include descriptive analyses similar 
to those provided in Chapter 1 of this report. The inclusion of data from additional grantees will 
allow ICF to investigate if patterns identified in this report continue to hold as more grantees are 
added to the analysis sample and to assess how grant funds are being spent differently by 
Cohorts III and IV and what might be the reasons for these differences. 

To continue to address Research Question 2, the final report will include site visit data from five 
additional grantees from Cohort III. These additional data will allow ICF to better understand the 
extent to which best practices identified in this report are being implemented by grantees and 
whether any practices are being implemented in new and innovative ways. The additional site 
visit data will also allow ICF to use to confirm whether practices identified in this report are truly 
effective and to identify any additional best practices that may emerge. 

In the final report, Research Questions 3, 4, 5, and 6 will also be addressed, focusing on 
outcomes of students in grantee schools. Each question is stated below, followed by a brief 
description of how it will be answered.  

Research Question 3: Within high-performing charter schools, to what extent do student 
outcomes differ by charter school type, mission, or focus? 
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At this stage of the evaluation, nine grantees from Cohort I and II have been identified as 
showing early evidence of success on student outcomes. As more data are collected on these 
grantees, as well as new grantees, additional analyses will be conducted to confirm whether 
these grantees are, in fact, sustaining as high-performing grantees. A comparative analysis of 
those grantees that are confirmed as high performing will be conducted. Outcomes to be 
examined include student achievement in mathematics and reading, attendance, leaving school, 
and graduation (where applicable). 

Research Question 4: To what extent do student and school outcomes differ between high-
performing charter schools and traditional neighborhood schools? 

A matched comparison group of students in traditional neighborhood public schools will be 
identified for the sample of students enrolled at high-performing charter school campuses. The 
matched group will be selected on the basis of several criteria, including the school students 
would have attended if they had not attended the charter school, race/ethnicity, gender, and 
prior achievement. Academic performance in mathematics and reading, as measured by state 
standardized assessments, will be compared for students enrolled at high-performing charter 
school campuses versus traditional neighborhood schools. In addition, the evaluation team will 
compare attendance, leaving school, and graduation (where applicable) for high-performing 
charter schools and traditional neighborhood schools. 

Research Question 5: To what extent do student and school outcomes differ between charter 
schools approved and funded through the 2010–2015 competitive grant process and those 
approved for noncompetitive funding in 2010–2011 and prior to that time? 

To address this question, student outcomes in new competitively funded charter school 
campuses will be compared to student outcomes in noncompetitively funded charter school 
campuses. Public Charter School Start-Up grantees from Cohorts I and II will be included in the 
analysis for Research Question 5, whereas Research Questions 3 and 4 will focus solely on 
high-performing schools. 
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Appendix B: 
Public Charter School Start-Up Grant 
Evaluation Methodology 
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board president. One survey was to be returned from each campus. However, board members 
could collaborate with one another to complete the survey. 

Charter School Campus Site Visits 

Charter school campus site visits were conducted by a two-person team from ICF. The team 
scheduled one-day visits to each charter school campus, during which they conducted 
interviews with school administrators and charter school board members, as well as focus 
groups with teachers. ICF developed interview and focus group protocols for each stakeholder 
group that were aligned with the four site visit goals: 

1. � Build upon the evaluation data collected on four Public Charter School Start-Up grantees 
showing early evidence of success on student outcomes to understand how and why these 
charter school campuses have used start-up grant funds to support their missions; 

2. � Gain a more detailed understanding of the decision-making processes related to allocating 
Public Charter School Start-Up Grant funds, including how these processes have changed 
over time; 

3. � Identify promising and innovative practices in the use of Public Charter School Start-Up 
Grant funds that contribute to the success of these charter school campuses; and 

4. � Identify which TEA policies and practices these four charter school campuses have 
implemented to learn how these policies and practices have supported the creation of high-
quality charter school campuses and to determine if TEA could support charter school 
campuses in other ways. 

Site visits were conducted at four campuses between May 2 and May 8, 2014. Charter school 
campuses were selected on the basis of their identification as showing early evidence of 
success. Charter school campuses showing early evidence of success were those that  

�ƒ received a Met Standard accountability rating from TEA for the 2012–13 school year 
�ƒ achieved an attendance rate of 95% or higher, and  
�ƒ obtained at least one academic achievement distinction or had a System Safeguard score of 

100% in the 2013 accountability ratings.12 

Nine charter school campuses met these criteria. Purposive sampling was conducted among 
these nine charter school campuses to select four to participate in the site visit. The purposive 

12 Distinction designations recognize outstanding academic achievement in reading/English language arts and 
mathematics on various indicators of postsecondary readiness. Campuses that received an accountability rating of 
Met Standard were eligible for the following distinction designations in 2013: Top 25% Progress, Academic 
Achievement in Reading/English Language Arts, and Academic Achievement in Mathematics. Please see 
Explanation of the 2013 Accountability Summary Report 
(https://rptsvr1.tea.texas.gov/perfreport//account/2013/summary_explanation.pdf) for additional information. The 
system safeguard measures are calculated within the state accountability system to meet federal accountability 
reporting requirements for the purpose of identifying Priority and Focus schools. These campuses are then subject to 
federally-prescribed interventions based on the performance of individual student groups. A system safeguard score 
of 100% indicates that all groups measured for a campus met or exceeded the performance rate targets set for a 
particular group. 
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sample was designed so that a diverse sample of charter school campuses could be visited 
(i.e., different charter types, grade levels, demographics). The group of site visit charter school 
campuses comprised of one Cohort I grantee and three Cohort II grantees. 

Teachers. The charter school campus administrator was asked to identify teachers to 
participate in the focus groups. Although all teachers employed at the charter school campus 
were eligible to participate, the school contact was asked to intentionally invite teachers who 
were active in the early stages of charter school campus planning and start-up. The length of 
each focus group was between 45 and 60 minutes, and at the start of each session, teachers 
were asked to sign an informed consent statement.  

Administrators. One or more administrators were interviewed at each charter school campus, 
including the administrator who completed the administrator survey (see Analysis of Survey 
Data section). The interview with this administrator occurred prior to any other site visit 
activities. Each interview lasted between 30 and 45 minutes, and administrators were asked to 
sign an informed consent statement prior to the start of the interview. 

Board Representative. 
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Appendix C: Grantee Dashboards 
ICF created one-page summaries or dashboards that describe key features of each of the 
Public Charter School Start-Up grantees, including the year the charter school campus was 
opened, grade levels served, geographic areas served, demographics of student population, 
financial data, and student achievement data. One dashboard was prepared for each grantee, 
so in cases where a grantee opened multiple charter school campuses (e.g., Arrow Academy), 
these data were combined across all its charter school campuses. 
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Leadership Prep School (LPS) 2011–12 and 2012–13 School Years 
Year Opened: 2011–12 school year Charter Type: Open-enrollment Charter 
Current Grades: K–5 Charter Holder:  Leadership Prep School 
Geographic Area(s) Served: Frisco area Relationship with Charter Holder: LPS is its own 

Local Education Agency. 

Summary of School Mission/Vision: To focus on five key areas: parent partnership, leadership development, 
academics, creativity, and excellence. 

Student Enrollment 
Year # of 

Students 
Grades 

2011–12: 250 K–4 
2012–13: 350 K–5 

Race/Ethnicity* 
Asian: 45% White: 34% 
Black: 7% Other: 4% 
Hispanic: 10% 

Student Achievement, All Grades: State vs. LPS 

Original Grant Budget vs. Final Grant Expenditures** 

Special Categories 
Economically Disadvantaged: 5% 
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Premier Learning Academy (PLA) 2011–12 and 2012–13 School Years 
Year Opened: 2011–12 school year Charter Type: New School Designated Under an 

Existing Charter 
Current Grades: K–12 Charter Holder:  Premier Learning Academy, Inc. 
Geographic Area(s) Served: Dallas area Relationship with Charter Holder: PLA, Inc. is its own 

Local Education Agency. 

Summary of School Mission/Vision: To provide a nurturing educational experience with a strong emphasis on �
technology-based learning, real world experiences, and character development. �
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Rhodes Technology and Media Charter School (RTM) 2011–12 and 2012–13 School Years 
Year Opened: 2011–12 school year Charter Type: Campus Charter 
Current Grades: 6–8 Charter Holder:  San Antonio ISD (SAISD) 
Geographic Area(s) Served: San Antonio area Relationship with Charter Holder: SAISD has overall 

policy-setting and enforcing authority. The Campus 
Leadership Team makes day-to-day decisions. 

Summary of School Mission/Vision: To provide a technology-based, interdisciplinary learning experience that 
prepares students with the essential knowledge and skills necessary to further their education and succeed in future 
careers. 

Student Enrollment 
Year # of 

Students 
Grades 

2011–12: 778 6–8 
2012–13: 808 6–8 

Race/Ethnicity* 
Asian: 0% White: 2% 
Black: 2% Other: 0% 
Hispanic: 97% 

Student Achievement, All Grades: State vs. RTM 

Original Grant Budget vs. Final Grant Expenditures** 

Special Categories 
Economically Disadvantaged: 93% 
English Language Learners: 10% 
Special Education: 9% 

*Totals may not equal 100% due to rounding.� 
**Under this grant, schools were allowed to amend their original budgets within certain guidelines. All differences shown �
between the original school budget and school expenditures were allowable by the grant.� 
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Texas Charter School Start-Up Grant (2011–2015)  December 2017 

First Comprehensive Report 

Travis Early College High School (TECHS) 2011–12 and 2012–13 School Years 
Year Opened: 2011–12 school year Charter Type: Campus Charter 
Current Grades: 9–12 Charter Holder:  San Antonio ISD (SAISD) 
Geographic Area(s) Served: San Antonio area Relationship with Charter Holder: SAISD has overall 

policy-setting and enforcing authority. The Campus 
Leadership Team makes day-to-day decisions. 

Summary of School Mission/Vision: To graduate all students and improve their lives through a quality education that 
prepares students for success in higher education. 

Student Enrollment 
Year # of 

Students 
Grades 

2011–12: 351 9–12 
2012–13: 335 9–12 

Race/Ethnicity* 
Asian: <1% White: 3% 
Black: 1% Other: 1% 
Hispanic: 95% 
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Texas Charter School Start-Up Grant (2011–2015)  December 2017 

First Comprehensive Report 

William A. Lawson Institute for Peace and 
Prosperity Preparatory Academy (WALIPP) 

2011–12 and 2012–13 School Years 

Year Opened: 2011–12 school year Charter Type: Open-enrollment Charter 
Current Grades: 6–9 Charter Holder:  WALIPP 
Geographic Area(s) Served: Houston area Relationship with Charter Holder: The campus reports 

to the charter holder, but retains day-to-day decision-
making authority. 

Summary of School Mission/Vision: To provide a rigorous, energy-infused curriculum incorporating project-based 
learning, technology, and social development. Students will have the tools needed to succeed in college and society. 
Each student is recognized as an individual with unique abilities, needs, and interests. 

Student Enrollment 
Year # of 

Students 
Grades 

2011–12: 276 6–8 
2012–13: 229 6–8 

Race/Ethnicity* 
Asian: 0% White: <1% 
Black: 92% Other: 1% 
Hispanic: 7% 

Student Achievement, All Grades: State vs. WALIPP 

Original Grant Budget vs. Final Grant Expenditures** 

Special Categories 
Economically Disadvantaged: 64% 
English Language Learners: 4% 
Special Education: 6% 

*Totals may not equal 100% due to rounding.� 
**Under this grant, schools were allowed to amend their original budgets within certain guidelines. All differences shown �
between the original school budget and school expenditures were allowable by the grant.� 
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Texas Charter School Start-Up Grant (2011–2015)  December 2017 

First Comprehensive Report 

Cohort II 

Austin Achieve Public Schools (AAPS) 2012–13 and 2013–14 School Years 
Year Opened: 2012–13 school year Charter Type: Open-enrollment Charter 
Grade(s) at Opening: 6 Charter Holder:  Austin Achieve Public Schools Inc. 
Geographic Area(s) Served: Austin area Relationship with Charter Holder:  Austin Achieve 

Pubic Schools is its own LEA. 

Summary of School Mission/Vision: To set high standards of achievement; to provide a rigorous academic 
curriculum, interventions, and supports; to prepare students to attend and excel at the nation’s top colleges; and to 
become a model for reform by leveraging success and innovation. 

Student Enrollment 
Year # of 

Students 
Grades 

2012–13: 118 6 
2013–14: 278 6–7 

Race/Ethnicity* 
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Texas Charter School Start-Up Grant (2011–2015)  December 2017 

First Comprehensive Report 

Fallbrook College Preparatory Academy 
(FCPA) 

2012–13 and 2013–14 School Years 

Year Opened: 2012–13 school year Charter Type: Open-enrollment Charter 
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Texas Charter School Start-Up Grant (2011–2015)  December 2017 

First Comprehensive Report 

Legacy Preparatory Academy (LPA) 2012–13 and 2013–14 School Years 
Year Opened: 2012–13 school year Charter Type: Open-enrollment Charter 
Grade(s) at Opening: K–7 Charter Holder:  Legacy Preparatory Academy 
Geographic Area(s) Served: Dallas, Mesquite, and 
Richardson areas 

Relationship with Charter Holder: Legacy Preparatory 
Academy is its own LEA. 

Summary of School Mission/Vision: To serve as a model school of excellence, address the needs of all school 
community stakeholders, and prepare all students to be college- and career-ready by giving them ownership of their 
learning and instilling the values needed to become successful 21st century leaders. 

Student Enrollment 
Year # of 

Students 
Grades 

2012–13: 820 K–7 
2013–14: 367 K–8 

Race/Ethnicity* 
Asian: 0% White: 70% 
Black: 26% Other: 1% 
Hispanic: 4% 

Student Achievement, All Grades: State vs. LPA 

Special Categories 
Economically Disadvantaged: 81% 
English Language Learners: 24% 
Special Education: 0% 

NOTE: “Met standard” indicates “At or above the Level II Phase�rin 1 standard” on STAAR 

Original Grant Budget vs. Final Grant Expenditures** 

*Totals may not equal 100% due to rounding.� 
**Under this grant, schools were allowed to amend their original budgets within certain guidelines. All differences shown �
between the original school budget and school expenditures were allowable by the grant.� 
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Texas Charter School Start-Up Grant (2011–2015)  December 2017 

First Comprehensive Report 

NOTE: “Met standard” indicates “At or above the Level II Phase�rin 1 standard” on STAAR 

Luna Prep. Secondary School (LPSS) 2012–13 and 2013–14 School Years 
Year Opened: 2012–13 school year Charter Type: New School Designated Under an 

Existing Charter 
Grade(s) at Opening: 6–9 Charter Holder:  Uplift Education 
Geographic Area(s) Served: Dallas area Relationship with Charter Holder: The charter holder 

Board of Directors is the governing body with legal 
responsibility over accountability and performance. 

Summary of School Mission/Vision: To prepare scholars, at an early stage, for college and to become respectful 
independent thinkers and individual leaders. It’s all about learning. 

Student Enrollment 
Year # of 

Students 
Grades 

2012–13: 242 6–9 
2013–14: 413 6–10 

Race/Ethnicity* 
Asian: 1% White: 71% 
Black: 21% Other: 2% 
Hispanic: 5% 

Student Achievement, All Grades: State vs. LPSS 

Original Grant Budget vs. Final Grant Expenditures** 

Special Categories 
Economically Disadvantaged: 71% 
English Language Learners: 26% 
Special Education: 11% 

*Totals may not equal 100% due to rounding. 
**Under this grant, schools were allowed to amend their original budgets within certain guidelines. All differences shown 
between the original school budget and school expenditures were allowable by the grant. 
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Texas Charter School Start-Up Grant (2011–2015)  December 2017 

First Comprehensive Report 

NOTE: “Met standard” indicates “At or above the Level 
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Texas Charter School Start-Up Grant (2011–2015)  December 2017 

First Comprehensive Report 

The REAL Learning Academy (REAL) 2012–13 and 2013–14 School Years 
Year Opened: 2012–13 school year Charter Type: New School Designated Under an 

Existing Charter 
Grade(s) at Opening: PK–3 Charter Holder:  Eden Park Academy 
Geographic Area(s) Served: Austin, Bastrop, and Del 
Valle areas 

Relationship with Charter Holder: The charter holder 
is its own LEA. The REAL Learning Academy operates 
as a campus under that charter. 

Summary of School Mission/Vision: To develop competent, confident, productive, and responsible young adults who 
possess the habits, skills, and attitudes needed to succeed; to achieve a balance between the individual and the group, 
the quality of outcome and the process, and the need for work and play. 

Student Enrollment 
Year # of 

Students 
Grades 

2012–13: 312 PK–3 
2013–14: 368 PK–6 

Race/Ethnicity* 
Asian: 3% White: 37% 
Black: 5% Other: 7% 
Hispanic: 48% 

Student Achievement, All Grades: State vs. REAL 

Special Categories 
Economically Disadvantaged: 35% 
English Language Learners: 5% 
Special Education: 6% 

NOTE: “Met standard” indicates “At or above 
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Texas Charter School Start-Up Grant (2011–2015)  December 2017 

First Comprehensive Report 

UME Preparatory Academy (UMEPA) 2012–13 and 2013–14 School Years 
Year Opened: 2012–13 school year Charter Type:
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Texas Charter School Start-Up Grant (2011–2015)  December 2017 

First Comprehensive Report 

NOTE: “Met standard” indicates “At or above the Level II Phase�rin 1 standard” on STAAR 

Uplift Mighty Preparatory (UMiP) 2012–13 and 2013–14 School Years 
Year Opened: 2012–13 school year Charter Type: New School Designated Under an 

Existing Charter 
Grade(s) at Opening: K–7 Charter Holder:  Uplift Education 
Geographic Area(s) Served: Fort Worth area Relationship with Charter Holder: The charter holder 

Board of Directors is the governing body with legal 
responsibility over accountability and performance. 

Summary of School Mission/Vision: To prepare scholars for college at an early stage through rigorous academics. 
Caring and enthusiastic teachers and staff will focus on individualized learning to help the student achieve the 
advanced mastery of grade level material. 

Student Enrollment 
Year # of 

Students 
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Original Grant Budget vs. Final Grant Expenditures** 

Texas Charter School Start-Up Grant (2011–2015)  December 2017 

First Comprehensive Report 

Uplift Meridian Preparatory (UMP) 2012–13 and 2013–14 School Years 
Year Opened: 
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