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CHARTER SCHOOL APPLICATION RECOMMENDATION

SUBMITTED TO THE PUBLIC EDUCATION COMMISSION

Dr. Don Duran, Assistant Secretary of Education

CHARTER SCHOOLS DIVISION

	Name: Kaplan Academy of New Mexico
	Projected Grades: 4-12

	Projected Enrollment: 4136
	Proposed location: Albuquerque

	Founders: Ben Casados and M. G. Martinez

	Recommendation: 

I recommend that the Public Education Commission Deny the application.  


The mission statement is broad; not stated in the mission is the lofty intention to serve grades 4-12, across the state, with an enrollment up to 4136 students through a 100% virtual program. 

The use of a total virtual school raised some critical concerns on how English Language Learner (ELL) and Special Education services would be provided for our public school students. Though written response clarified some concerns with ELL and Special Education services, it does not provide a convincing picture of how it can meet the needs of all the students it proposes to serve, especially for the younger students and those with special needs.

Kaplan Virtual Education (the vendor) stated that Kaplan Academy of  NM (the school) would implement many aspects of the educational plan including the curriculum development, verification of curriculum alignment to NM Content Standards & Benchmarks, managing distribution of student equipment, course enrollment, instructing students, making instructional decisions, determining student interventions, and reporting student data to students and parents.  It is difficult to assess what role, if any, the governing council of the school will have and which entity is accountable for student performance.  The proposed educational plan inadequately addresses several areas relating to student performance. 

There are other critical areas of concerns that would make it very difficult to recommend this school for approval as a quality public choice.  In addition, there are concerns with the relationship between the “vendor” and the school. If the school was approved, but Kaplan Virtual Education was not the vendor selected in the procurement process, could the school exist?  The rationale given for the school was inextricably interwoven with the vendor and the services they will be providing. 
I have also asked our Charter Schools Division attorney for a legal opinion that would address my concerns about the “virtual” school being proposed by this applicant.  I want to emphasize that this application is inadequate even without the legal issues addressed in the opinion.  However, it provided me with guidance about the questionable legality of the establishment of a virtual school under New Mexico law.  

The specific rationale for my recommendation to deny is based upon the school’s application which was incomplete or inadequate in the mission and statement of need, the educational plan, the financial plan, and the governance/management plan submitted for review.  The most significant deficiencies are highlighted herein, however, additional details that support the reasons for my recommendation to deny can be found in the final evaluation that has been provided to the commissioners.  

MISSION

The application provides only indicators of the school mission in this section, not school-level/organizational goals that would allow stakeholders to assess whether or not the school is achieving its mission. The organizational/school performance goals included in another section do not align well with indicators listed here and are incomplete. It is not clear when and how the indicators and/or most of the school-level goals would be assessed.

EDUCATIONAL PLAN

While the purchased KVE program appears to include many sophisticated online features, concerns still exists for both the scale and geographic scope of the state-wide school (which starts at 714 in its first year and reaches 4136 by its fifth) as well as the implications for the manageability of the school, including, but not limited to: ensuring the viability and success of the program for all students; technology/technical support for all students and locales; providing opportunities for students and parents to be engaged in anything other than an online experience. 

FINANCIAL PLAN

The fiscal management plan is inadequate with only a description of intent to contract services out. Once again, lines are blurred between KVE (the vendor) and KANM (the school). Though an assurance was made in the written response that KVE would not be providing or bidding on a contract to provide financial management systems, the application still includes a plan to send monthly financial statements to them, further confusing the relationship between the vendor and the school.  The autonomy of the governing body’s oversight for the school is not clearly established throughout the financial plan presented.
GOVERNANCE / MANAGEMENT PLAN
The school’s governance description is incomplete. With New Mexico Virtual Education Partner’s role shifted to advisory and no replacement plans for the governing body specified (other than plans for the KANM governing body to meet at least four times per year), founders did not clarify how the school’s governing body would operate. 

The policies and procedures including board powers and duties, decision-making process, officer positions and roles, names and qualifications of members, plans for recruitment, election, removal, orientation, and professional development of board members are either non-existent and/or now lack significant detail.  
Though partially addressed in the application and written clarification, gaps remain in the school personnel policies and procedures. The application contains no salary schedules, incomplete job descriptions, and lacks details on the evaluation process for staff. 
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