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GCSA Mission

TheGeorgia Charter Schools Association (GC8\he membes hi p or gani zation f o
charter school operators and petioners. Our mission is to be aweffective advocate, resource, and
service provider for charter public schools in the state.

We stand for qualityWe believe that strong leaders make strong schools. We focus on leadership
development, good governance practices and accountability.

We bdieve in advocacyEvery day we are on the front lines, advocating for increased opportunities
for new charter schools in Georgia and for fair and equitable funding for all our public schools.

We have seen that quality public charter schools can changeds. High quality, tuitionfree public
education options can transform learning for children and empower families to become advocates
for their kids.

We are here for yowith an unmatched array of programs, exptse, and consulting services to
strengthen our member schools.
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Dear Friends for School Choice and Accountability,

While we in the Charter School Movement are all focused on getting past some challenges that lie ahead, let
us first reflect on the great accomplishments that we can celebrateti s year . What a truly
had in 2009!

U After being signed into law in 2008, HB881 was officially enacted this year with the forming of the
State Charter Commission, which approved its first two schod<harter Conservatory for Liberal Arts
and Technology in Statesboro and Ivy Preparatory Academy in NorcébssMay.
U HB555 was passed and signed into law by Gov. Perdue, giving charter schools-frest access to un
used school facilities in their districts.
i HB1277 was passed and signed intéaw as well, allowing charter school employees to be covered
under the State Health Benefits Plan.
U Nine new charter schools, in all parts of the state, opened their doors this fall to start the 202010
school year.
U  Oglethorpe Charter School in Savannah,h e st at eds f i rUpchartemsdheghendent S
celebrated its 10year anniversary.
U Joshua Hudson, a 2009 graduate of Destiny Academy in DeKalb County, was awarded the first
Georgia Charter Schools Association Scholars Award. He will use the awan the GCSA Board
($500) toward his tuition at Beulah Heights University in Atlanta.
0 Twoinformative,weltat t ended oO0State of t hedoBGeimAtlanmandonbini ef i n
South Georgia (Fitzgerald, Ben Hill County).
0 The first CaBatby &a&aortlkearter Schoolsdé drew near|l
support for charter schools in Georgia.

It was indeed a great year filled with many accomplishments, but we are far from resting on our laurels.

In addition to assistingtheCh ar t er Commi ssi onds first two schools t
constitutionality of HB881, we will also do all that we can to ensure that HB555 is being followed to the letter
of the law across this state.

It is unfathomable to me that the oponents of school choice are trying to make the case that the best choice
of parents for their childds education is to be deci
school board, have chosen to provide.

I am also very proud of the grdasuccess our committee organization within GCSA. The chairs and members of
each committee have been instrumental in the successes above, but even more significantly in planning for
the future successes of our association. Please review each of the indixal committee activity reports
provided in this report for more information on each
one of these committees.

Charter schools are gaining in popularity nationwide, ai@CSAwill work to keep the momentum growing in
Georgi a. We will stand by our Associationds overal/l
quality public educational options for children and their families.

Please stand with us.

He r e 6 sthet successfubyear in 2010!

BJ Van Gundy, Board Chair
Georgia Charter Schools Association
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Greetings!

Indeed, 2009 was a wonderful year for the charter school movement in Georgia, due to the great
work of the students, parents, teachers and chartexchool administrators, along with the efforts of
supportive lawmakers, the state Department of Education, and the state Board of Education.

But while we accomplished a deal, there is still much work to be done in 2010 and beyond as we
continue to focus a establishing quality charter schools throughout our state:

e AdvocacyWe must continue to stress to our local, state and national legislators the
important role charter schools play in reforming public education, and press for equitable
funding in all areas.

o Alternative Certification.Because most local districts do not allow charter school employees
to participate in their districtrun alternative certification programsGCSA will continue its
effort to become an authorized provider of alternative ceiithtion credentials.

e Alternative Standards.Schools that serve our most atisk students should not be judged
using the same grading/student achievement criteria used to evaluate traditional students.
These oOcredit recoveryotnethdd bodetermisng theirl d have
academic progress.

o State Charter CommissionWe must continue to defend Geor ¢i
authorizing entity in the courts as well as
citizens of Georgiawiththedct s about t he -(Gppumisesandgoaisd s mak e

¢ Facilities.Ensuring that HB555 is honored by local school districts, so that unused school
properties are made available to charter school operators is critical, as is expanding those

eligible for these provisions to Commission Charter Schools.

We hope this Annual Report of our activities, accomplishments and progress will demonstrate the
return on your investments in the children of Georgia through the work of our Association.
We cannot say THANK YCenough!

Sincerely,

éﬂ%}@%

Tony Roberts, PID.
CEO, Georgia Charter Schools Association

2009 Annual Report| 1/31/2010




2009 Annual Report| 1/31/2010

©

Charter Schools in Georgia: By the Numbers

35 Number of charter schools in Georgia in 2004

122 Number of charter schools in Georgia today

17,000 Number ofstudents in Georgia charter schools in 2004

65,000 Number of students in Georgia charter schools today

83 Percentage of Independent charter schools in Georgia that made Adequate
Yearly Progress (AYP) in 2009

81 Percentage of all charter schools iGeorgia that made AYP in 2009

79 Percentage of traditional public schools in Georgia that
made AYP in 2009

53 Percentage of students in Georgia eligible for Free and
Reduced Price Lunch

60 Percentage of students in Georgiaharter schools eligib for Free and
Reduced Price Lunch

Raci al Composition of Georgiadbds Chart

African American 43 %

White 39 %

Hispanic 10 %

Asian 4%

Multi Racial 4%

er



GCSA Accomplishments in 2009

1. GCSssuccessfully advocated for the passage of HB555 into lavithe law requires school
districts to make available, without charge, unused school facilities to charter schools in their
districts. Since its implementation, one new charter school has been giva rentfree facility and
four other schools previously paying rent have ceased paying reifitiis represents a savings of
approximately $600,000 per year for these schoolsThe bill is particularly important because the
State of Georgia does not providgacility funds for charters.

2. The Association played host to and offered assistance to our neighbors in Alabama who are trying

to establish a charter schoollawWe hosted Tommy Bri ce, duchtianb amad s

Deputy Superintendentand MarkDi x on, Governor Ri | e yabosgwihdther at i
officials from Alabama for tours of our schools and for meetings with state officials and other charter
advocates.

3.GCSAhosted its popular annual 0 Scteadnd lmgeordbwd &fh ar t er

attendees including school leaders, board chairs and members, and other interested stakeholders.

We also hostedanewmiy ear o0State of Charterso6 meeting whi
our charter schools and waystostrapt hen t hem and weather the Stat

4. GCSAwhich led in the passage of HB88L1 into law in 2008, took bold measures to protect and
grow the newly established Georgia Charter Schools Commissi@ue to the budget crisis, the State
allotment to operate the Commission was reduced to zero dollargVe successfully advocated for
$140,000 to be placed back in the budget for the CommissionAdditionally, we worked to secure an
establishment grant of approximately $250,000 from a national fouration to help the Commission
gearup with staff, office space and equipment during its first two years of operation.

5. GCSAIn response to the lawsuits against the State of Georgia, the Georgia Charter Schools
Commission, and the schools that have beesuthorized by the Commission, has been fighting to
protect the new alternate authorizer and the schools already approved byAtrmed with its Legal
Advocacy Fund, supplied by a generous Foundati@CSAas responded to the lawsuits (the first
ironicallyfiled on September 11, 2009) by offering to pay for the legal defense of our schools named
inthosesuits. Thi s al so gave us the means to assist t
defense of the State and the newly operating CommissiolVe havealso used our voice to explain to
the press and general public the necessity of the Commission, the benefits to parents and children

of our State, and to refute the untrue and inflammatory charges of the suing school districts.

6. GCSAwith a partnershp (and$113,000 grant)from the National Alliance of Charter Schools,
developed the pilot program CharterLeader for Georgidth the intentto be a nationally replicable
model. We partnered with the Georgia Leadership Institute for School Improvement dhe National
Resource Center for Finance and Governance, under the auspices of The Finance Prajpdt,
consulting withlocal and national subject matter experts, to develop a comprehensive curriculum.
Recognizing the critical shortage of trained and prafsional charter school leaders (nationwide),
CharterLeaderaims to assist those who wish to assume places of leadership in charter school
management from both professional and certified vantage pointg\ core group of six potential
school leaders particigted in the first cohort after the comprehensive curriculum and training
program were developed A summer cohort of Georgia and national charter school leaders is in
development.

7. GCSAnas doubled the numberof positive press and media impressions durg the last year.

More and more,GCSAas been called upon by members of the Press across the state (and outside)
as a source of reliable information about charter schools, charter school legislation, and the growth
of charters in Georgia.For the firsttime, GCSAvas invited to write a featured, fulpage Op Edfor the
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Atlanta Business ChroniclePositive news ofGCSAand its member schools have been shared by all
major media outlets and by many secondary outlets.

8. GCSAassisted nine planning and pgtioning groups with planning and implementation grants as
a part of our Walton Family Grant Partnership in 2009l otal grants received by these nine groups
amounted to $700,000.

9. GCSAled by Board Chairman BJ Van Gundy, established a scholarship progranufgdors in
Charter High Schools to assist with application fees, visits to campuses, and related expeng#s.
funds for the scholarships are contributions from members @CSA board and staff.

10. GCSAmnade great strides in reaching the metrics of the second year in our thrgear strategic
plan. With the third year of the plan now underwayzCSAs looking to develop an even more
ambitious and productive new thregear plan during this year.

11. GCSAworked directly with 35 individuals andgjroupsin 2009 in the planning and preparation

for proposed charter schools.Services includednformation on our website, responses to inquiries,
meetings with prospective charter developers and management organizations, the conference, and
other meetings sponsored bysCSA

12. GCSAeceived a generous grant from a national foundation to establish a pateadvocacy
organization for Georgia.The new GPAN is now operational and promises to be another effective
advocate for more school choice and charter schools throughout our State.

13. GCSAeached out to several area foundations to broaden our base afgort. While these
have not yet yielded significant monetary support, valuable relationships have been established and

7

we are oon their radar . o

14. GCSAcontinues to work toward sustainability bgffering valuable services to petitioners and
members. Added to our menu of services in 2009 was the Preferred Consultants Program where
GCSAecommends trusted consultantgo those needing services beyondur scope(such as legal
advice) and receives a commission from all fees charged.

15. GCSAroduced its ®venth annual conference which saw its largest registration and attendees,
largest group of sponsors and exhibitors, and a timely program of sessions.

16. GCSAwas requested to consult with a group of leaders in Florida who are preparing to establish
a new state charter school organizationOur staff has worked closely with their founding board with
matters such as bylaws, dues structure, membership services, advocacy issues, and staff structure.

17. GCSA has developed a full slate of training opportties for office managers, educators, leaders
and boards including: the Sustainability Institute, Risk Management, Governance, Finance and
Funding, Strategic Planningand a host of others. Educators and school leaders may receive
professional learning cred for participation in these programs.

18. GCSAin partnership with several stakeholders including the State Department of Education,
local authorizers, and schools, has developed a comprehensive Performance Management Plan to
address academic and opetional quality and assist with advocacy for superior charters.
Membership and Quality School standards are part of the initiative. Funders are being cultivated to
support development and implementation of the system, including personnel.

19. GCSA hostea Rally for School Choice at the Capitol where more than 2,000 parents, students,
charter leaders, board members, and teachers came together to share their commitment to the
growth of quality charter schools. The event received broad coverage in the lonatlia and was
widely published in national charter media outlets.

~
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The Year in Review

In terms of academic achievement, Georgiads i ndep
yearly progress (AYP) at a higher rate than traditional public schools and dependent charter schools
every year since 1998, the year the Georgia General Assemblpwabd for the creation of

independent charter schools.

In the past two years, the charter school sector as a whole in Georgia has had slightly lower
percentages of schools making AYP. In large measure, the lower AYP rates over the past two years
forGeogi ads charter sector as a whole have been caus
to use chartering as a school improvement strategy, an approach encouraged by U.S. Secretary of
Education Arne Duncan.

It remains to be seen whether the chartemechanism will assist struggling conversion schools in
making AYP in future years. Interesting to note is that although charter schools serve a large
minority of atrisk students, charter school achievement is at a higher level than traditional public
schools.

Over the past two legislative sessions, numerous organizations and legislative leaders have
bol stered Georgiads charter school sector throulgh
gone unnoticed nationally:

e The state of Georgia wasecognized in 2008 by the National Association of Charter School

Aut horizers with the Ol mprovement Policy Award
authorizing.

e In 2009 the National Alliance for Publitx Chart
Whi p, Jan Jones, with the o06Champions for Chart

881, which created the Georgia Charter Schools Commission, a single purpose statewide
authorizer of charter schools.

While these legislative actions have greatys si st ed the quality growth of
and as a result of the passage of House Bill 555, which makes available unused district school

facilities at no cost to independent charter school operators, future legislative actions are needed to
ensure charter school students are treated 0Ono
students.

D

Independent charter schools that are unable to secure a facility from their local district must use
their operating funds to pay for lease agreements. These lease agreements often slash up to 15% or
more of a charter schooltd schoolpperatarg wittige difficulh tdsk of

operating a school with | ess than appropriat

ealvi

A future remedy for this concern would be to appropriate a per student facility funding mechanism
for independent charterschools, as we have seen in other states. This legislative remedy would not
only provide the equitable facility funding needed for independent charter schools, it would as well
open the state up for federal facility matching grants, something the stateunable to acquire

without a per student facility fund.

Even with a per student facility fund, other charter school financing options need to be made
available to charter schools to help charter schools keep more of their institutional dollars in the
classroom while, at the same time, giving their students a safe, suitable place in which to learn each
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day. Other states have increased financing opportunities for charter schools to by allowing charters
to directly or indirectly issue bonds to raise capitébr facility purposes.

Ot her areas which need to be addressed to help
in the years to come are:

¢ The abilityof the state to provide an alternative accountability system for charter schools and
traditional public schools which serve an alternative student population; i.e. dropout recovery
schools or schools serving a special needs populatioklnder such a state accountability
system, these schools can be evaluated by alternative education accountdpitneasures
and receive accountability ratings based on different performance standards and
indicators/measures than those used for more traditional public/charter school settings.

e While the passage of HB555 has saved many independent charter schools hrewab of
thousands of dollars in lease payments to local districts and provided additional facility
opportunities for other independent charter schools, far too many local districts have been
averse to making such accommaodations to independent charter schHeadn their purview.
Additionall vy, Hd éharter@choola is imitddd lgcally appraved €harter
schools, leaving Commission approved charter schools with an obvious shortcoming for
possible facility opportunities.

e The need to studyhe current state law to allow for more flexibility and funding for the
replication/expansion of highperforming independent charter schools to expand to
additional campuses or add grades.

e The need to support leadership institutes specific for charter lsgol leaders and those
wanting to establish new charter schools to ensure the significant growth of the charter
sector in the years to come concentrates on quality.

e To better define independent charter sahool
Stateds office, ensuring all <c¢h ter sferhool
profitd entity.

-Andrew Lewis, Chief Programming Officer

(n_(N




Charter School Snapshots & Success Stories

Charter Conservatorgharts Its Own Cours@oward Excellence
¥ ' TEE l

Charter Conservatory for Liberal Arts & Technology students Jenna Florence (L), a freshman, and Dylan Cantrell, a senior,
represent Portugal in state Model U.N. Competition. The Charter Conservatory team had 14 students representing seven countries.

Purple, green and yellow are the school colors of t@harter Conservatory for Liberal Arts &
Technologyin Statesboro- not your traditional scheme.

But the Charter Conservatory is not a traditional public school, and the meaning af tolors
illustrates that fact.

According to schooDirector Dr. Kathy Harwood'Green is for growth, yellow is for intelligence." And
purple?

"Purple is for chutzpah," she says, referring to the Hebrew word that loosely translates to mean
"audacity,"which is exactly what it took to start the school and to keep it performing at such a high
level of achievement.

Harwood's dream along with friendsDonna Harvilleand Jan Johnson of "opening a school we
always wished we taught in," began in 1999. Thesought buyin from the Bulloch County school
board, but were initially met with some resistance.

For example, after submitting a thorough charter petition that included a detailed language arts
curriculum plan, Dr. Harwood and her group were told talemit detailed curricula for nine other
subject areas. A career educator and academic policy expert, Harwood got to work.

"It took a while, but we got it done," she said. Still, their application was denied and they eventually
had to petition to become &State Chartered Special School. The state approved their petition and in
the fall of 2002 the Charter Conservatory opened, albeit without any local funding as a State
Chartered Special School.
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But the funding issue hasn't prevented the 130 students ahe school, grades six through 12, from
posting some impressive achievements:

- Eighth grade students scored in the top 10 schools in the state in reading on the Georgia Criterion
Referenced Competency Test (CRCT), with 90 percent meeting and more thapédrcent exceeding
the state standard.

- Ninetyfour (94) percent of the school's high school students passed all of the Georgia High School
Graduation Tests on the first try last year.

- The school has maintained a 94 percent graduation rate sindeopened, with 75 percent of
graduates attending possecondary schools.

- The school's attendance rate is 99.8 percent.

"There are so many demands on our resources," says Barbara Reeves, Charter Conservatory's
business manager, who has two childreat the school. "But we all pull together as a group and make
it work as a team effort. We're all committed to making it work."

That teamwork- the entire faculty and staff meet each week to discuss various issues and topids
part of the constructivig philosophy that drives the school. Harwood is a big fan of famed
developmental psychologist Lev Vygotsky, who believed that social interaction is vital to the learning
process. This is illustrated byhe openness of the school, which is housed in a lardriilding that

was once a hardware store. None of the classrooms or offices has doors.

Along with constructivism, the Charter Conservatory groups students in classes according to ability
and not necessarily age, and operates on a yeasund schedule. Als, the school subscribes to the
multiple intelligence theory, meaning each child learns differently and there are different ways to
measure intelligence. Harwood says the process of judging student achievement on the outcome of
one test is misguided.

"Yau have to look at how a kid is learning and making progress every day," she said. "To judge them
on a one time shot, on that particular day [of the test] means nothing."

Still the level of student achievement at the school speaks for itself.

"We have stablished a culture here that says you have to work," Harwood said. "We teach them and
challenge them, but we also let them know that they can achieve.

"We don't look at ourslves as better than the othetraditional publicschools in the county,"
Harwaod said. "There are some good schools here. We're just another option for parents. We're don't
see ourselves as better, just different."




Fulton Science Academy Achieving in All Areas

Fulton Science Academy students are able to take advantage of state of the art technology, like the computer lab and
smart boards in every classroom.

You might expect a school with the namieulton Science Academio dominate science and math
competitions.

And they do. Last week two FSA students earned first pdawonors at the Fulton County Science and
Engineering Fair, and the school's Science Olympiad team claimed its sixth regional championship i
the seven year existence of the school (the team will compete for the state title March 28).

But Principal KenanSenerwants the Alpharettabased middle school to be known for achievement
across the board, not just in math and science. For example, Sener and the faculty and staff at FSA
are ecstatic over the school's most recent accomplishmenhaving the best scoes in all five

n

categories (language arts, math, reading, science and social studies) on the lowa Test of Basic Skills

(ITBS), among all middle schools in Fulton County.

"We are very proud of that," Senar said. "It is a big difference in our language and social studies
performance from the first year [of the school]."

Senar wants to bolster the students' writing ability as well, and so the school is using a unique
program to help that effort. Each week, every student completes an essay on a diffétepic. Those
essays are emailed to a company that has them evaluated by other teachers. The essays are
returned to the students two days later with detailed feedback.

"It would be impossible for our [language arts] teachers to be able to cover alllué material that
they need to cover every day, and also effectively grade an essay from each student each week,"
Senar said. "This way, our students get a lot of practice in writing and very good feedback on how
they can improve their writing."

The progam has paid off. The school received more accolades last week when 10 students earned
honorable mention honors for the essays they submitted to the highly competitive Istanbul Center
Annual Art & Essay Contest. More than 1,000 students from 110 schools peipated.
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Another measure of FSA's success is illustrated by the fact that there are nearly 500 nhames on the
school's waiting list. During the school's lottery for incoming sixth graders, 676 students were hoping
to fill one of the 185 slots. There arel62 students total at FSA.

Sener, a native of Turkey who has been at the school since it opened in 2002 when he was a
teacher, said the school's emphasis on math and science makes it very attractive to serious students
in the community. FSA uses ConneaeMath (developed by the University of Michigan) and FAST
(Foundational Approach in Science Teaching, developed by the University of Hawaii) as part of its
math and science curricula.

But the school's family atmosphere might be FSA's biggest plus, Sesa&ys. There is Family Book
Night, where families come to the school to eat dinner and discuss a book everyone is reading. FSA
staff and faculty also make visits to nearly every student's home during the school year.

"We make sure we visit the new studesf' Sener said. "It's great knowing all of the students' names.
You can greet them by hame every morning. It makes [faculty and staff] feel good and I think the
students like it as well. They know we care about them."

KIPP South Fulton Academy Offering No Excuses,
Pushing Students to Achieve at High Levels

| M

THIEFAIDELA SHEC!

Eighth graders at KIPP South Fulton Academy have been accepted into some of the most prestigious private schools and
magnet programs in the state (top photo).

Thetried and true education model perfected by th&knowledge Is Power Program (KIPR3s
become one of the leading initiatives for school reform in the nation. KPP South Fulton Academy
(SFA)the KIPP model of hard work, discipline and no excuses is asmlay every day.

And just as the 310 students in grades five through eight at the school are expected to overcome
any obstacles that may be in front of them, the faculty, staff and administrators at KIPP SFA are held
to the same standards.

"I believeit's our job as educators to set the tone for high expectations," sagPP SFA School
Director Jondre Pryor'We take all kids, no matter what their background may be, no matter where
they came from, and give them the opportunity to have a great educatidt's our responsibility to
come up with the solutions to the achievement gaps.”




The results speak for themselves. KIPP SFA, along ViKiPP West Atlanta Young Scholars (WAYS)
Academy were listed recently with 42 other schools in Georgia 8do Excuses$chools by the
Georgia Public Policy Foundation (GPRiF}he organization's annuaReport Card for Parents'No
Excuses" schools achieve at high levels despite having a higher than average percentage of lower
income students.

Pryor said tle key has been the school's focus on increasing the level of rigor in all facets of the
curriculum at KIPP SFA. He and the faculty and staff at the school have made a conscious effort to
go above and beyond the standards set by the state and by KIPP.

"Wedid an assessment and found that we needed to improve the level of our students' critical
thinking skills," Pryor said. "This year we put a lot of emphasis on problem solving and not being
satisfied with knowing the answer. We're asking our students ‘whiyey answered a certain question

in a particular way. We're asking questions that probe and we're expecting our students to be able to
explain their answers.

"Our goal is to produce more than just good students," Pryor said. "The world needs peoplecaho
come up with solutions to problems, and that's what we're trying to build here. Problem solvers."

The hard work is already paying dividends. A large percentage of the 66 members of this year's
eighth grade class the school's largest eighth grade aks so far- have been accepted into some of
the most prestigious private schools and magnet programs in the state, includifilhe Paideia
School Pace AcademyWoodward AcademyThe Lovett Schoohnd the magnet programs aNorth
Springs Riverwoodand Weslake high schools.

KIPP SFA has followed the national KIPP model of a longer than normal school day, strict discipline
and a halfday of school every other Saturday. But the school has maintained its own individuality as
well, putting a high value on plsical fitness. All students take physical education, and the school

has a number of successful sports teams that compete against other charter schools in metro
Atlanta.

"Our school leaders have the flexibility and the freedom to be innovative and implernprograms

and initiatives that make their school cultures very different,” saklPP Metro Atlanta Executive
Director David Jernigan"KIPP South Fulton Academy has done that and they have had tremendous
success since day one. It's a real tribute to theachers, staff and leadership at the school."

Pryor lauds the effort of the teachers at KIPP SFA as well.

"Their drive, focus and stamina are extraordinary," Pryor said. "Our students work hard, but our
teachers work hard, too. They have a gi#tdone attitude that is phenomenal.”

Pryor thinks the efforts of the faculty and staff at KIPP SFA will move the school to an even higher
level of achievement.

10

"We want KIPP SFA to be mentioned in the same conversation of quality education as schools like ©
Lovett, Woodward and Westminster," Pryor said. "When a student from KIPP SFA earns an 'A' or a %
we want that to carry a lot of weight. That's where we want to be in two to five years, and | think we <
are definitely on that path.”
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Oglethorpe Charter Schal Celebrates
Decade of Excellence Student Ach|evement

4

Oglethorpe Charter School stresses academic rigor, with a focus on developing well -rounded students. Oglethorpe offers
hands -on learning experiences, like trips to the New Ebenezer Nature Retreat i n Rincon.

WhenMartha Nesbitwent to lunch 12 years ago witfiormer SavannakChatham County School
Board President Karen Matthews Stewaria good friend of hers and fellow member of the Savannah
Junior League at the time she had no idea there would be more on the menu than Cobb salad and
sweet tea.

In fact, Stewart wanted Nesbit's thoughts on what could be done to improve the counsgtsiggling
middle schools. Eventually, Neshit came up with an idea: start a charter school. And ten years later,
Oglethorpe Charter Schoalthe state's first startup charter school- is perennially one of the most
high-performing middle schools in Georgi

Oglethorpe is celebrating its 10 year anniversaifednesday evening with an elegant affair titled,
"Reflection and Celebration: Honoring Oglethorpe Charter School's 10 Years of Excellehe&]"at
the Lucas Theater in Savannah.

But making Oglethgpe a reality wasn't nearly as simple as it sounds. In fact, Nesbit, who was a
journalist, author and church preschool teacher at the time, said it was downright painful at times.

"It was an overwhelming task. It was bigger than anything | had ever bégvolved in up to that point
in my life," Nesbit said. She is now the school's director of instruction. "There were times when |
walked around with knots in my stomach because | was so nervous."

The effort began in 1997 with the formation of a steeringacnmittee made up of people who Nesbit
knew "could get jobs done," she said.

"It's great to have big ideas," Nesbit said. "But | knew we had to have people who could execute."

This was important because before Oglethorpe could become a reality the stat® regarding

charter schools had to be changed. Prior to 1998, only existing schools could become charters, and
there hadn't been any discussion about changing the law, until Nesbit and the Oglethorpe steering
committee came forward.




With the help of ter cousin,state Rep. Bob Lane (Statesboro)and state Sen. Eric Johnson (R
Savannah),Nesbit and the steering committee were able to get legislation moved quickly. In July of
1998, Georgia's new charter law was signed.

"I had never talked to [Lane] abut education or legislation or anything like this before," Nesbit said.
"But then he told me that he was on the education subcommittee. | had no idea."

The next hurdle was getting the school approved by tBavannahChatham County School Board
Nesbitmet with all eight board members separately, in order to fully explain Oglethorpe's purpose
and plans for educating students. In November of 1998, with the school board vote on Oglethorpe's
charter petition deadlocked at four, the deciding vote would have be made by the board chair:
Nesbit's old friend and lunch date, Stewart.

"It's just amazing how it all fell into place,” Nesbit said. "It was almost like all of this happened by
accident."

After the state board of education gave its approval in Jaary of 1999 - no doubt swayed by the
peach pound cake Nesbit made and brought to the board meetinthe moment of truth came in
March at the system wide school fajiran event in which all of the SavannalChatham schools exhibit
themselves and invite parats to register their children.

"I kept thinking, what if nobody comes," Nesbit said. "What if no one cares?"

Her worries were unfounded. Oglethorpe opened in the fall of 1999 with an enthusiastic group of
students and parents who were ready to be inlved. Parental involvement remains a cornerstone of
the school's success, according tBrincipal Kevin Wall

"We have a triangle of good students, good teachers and good parents,” Wall said. "The family
contract that we have holds everyone accountabland it's the centerpiece for what we do."

Academically, Oglethorpe uses the Core Knowledge curriculum and best practices from the National
Middle Schools Association, along with innovations from some of the leading instructional experts of
the day. Alsothe school employs a unique block schedule, which allows both the math and
English/language arts (ELA) curricula to be split into two "blocks." This means students take two
math classes and two ELA classes four days a week.

"That is where the flexibityy of being a charter comes into play," Nesbit said. "There's no way we
could do that as a traditional middle school."

The results have been stellar. Last year, 100 percent of eighth graders at Oglethorpe met or
exceeded the state standard in reading othe Criterion Referenced Competency Test (CRCT)

And of the eighth graders taking courses for high school credit last year, all of them met or exceede
the state standard in math, English and Spanish (90 percent exceeded the standard in each
subject).

Qglethorpe also has more extracurricular programs and teams than any other middle school in
SavannahChatham. Last year, five Oglethorpe eighth graders made the All State band.

With such success, it's no wonder that the school's waiting list has nearly®2@ames - 150 in sixth
grade, and about 40 each for seventh and eighthwanting to be one of the 400 students at
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Oglethorpe.

"We're starting to see a lot of private school families express an interest in coming to our school,"
Wall said. "l know a lobf it has to do with the economy. But | think some of it is that those parents
know their child can get as good an education at Oglethorpe as you will find anywhere."

Looking forward into the next decade, Nesbit said Oglethorpe will continue to refirsdiriistructional
program and extracurricular offerings, and a new facility is being discussed as well. But the school
will continue to adhere to its core principles: parental involvement, discipline, academic rigor and
innovation.

"I have always been an@vocate for public education, but I've always thought it was unfair for
families to only have the option to attend their home school,” Nesbit said. "It's not like there are no
other good schools in Savannah, because there are plenty of them and they waakch But we
wanted to give this community a quality choice option, and | can't tell you how many parents come
up to us and say that they don't know what they would do without Oglethorpe.”

Innovation, Adaptability Make Walton Career Academy
a Vital Partof Community

WCA students in the broadcast and video production program (the production booth, above, was built by students in the
construction program) produce a television news show. They also produced a CD of the local elementary school's annual
father -daughter dance.

Adaptability is nothing new tWalton Career Academy (WCA) Chief Executive Officer Mark Peevy

The Lawrenceville native had to adapt to a much colder climate when he went to New Jersey to
attend college at Princeton. He had to adapb life without football after a knee injury forced him out
of the game after his sophomore year. Then, during a fiyear stint as an officer in the U.S. Army, he
had to master several different disciplines in order to lead the soldiers under his command

So making sure WCA is adaptable to the needs of the business community and attractive to the
5,000 high school students inWalton Countyis a challenge Peevy is prepared to take on.

The nearly 350 students at WCA take the bulk of their core classetsome of the county's two high
schools- Loganvilleand Monroe AreaWalnut Grove Higlis scheduled to open in the fall.




