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Introduction 

Charter school authorizers are required, by law1 and by standards of practice,2 to 

hold schools in their care accountable in three areas: finance, academics, and operations.  

However, much debate exists on the topic of whether certain types of authorizing entities 

are more likely to succeed in providing efficient and effective oversight of schools than 

others.  The purpose of this analysis is to examine the charter school authorizing 

structures currently available in the United States and the factors contributing to their 

success or failure. Based on this information, recommendations will be made for the 

direction Minnesota should take as it continues the process of modifying its original 

charter legislation in order to ensure higher performance of charter schools and 

authorizers alike.   

Based on a series of research-supported best practices and criteria developed 

based on Minnesota’s previous experiences, it is concluded that authorizing is best left to 

independent chartering boards, nonprofit organizations, and higher education institutions.  

This means, by definition, that the act of authorizing would essentially be removed from 

the public sphere; however, this result should not be construed to suggest that public 

entities cannot provide quality charter school oversight (on the contrary—there are 

numerous examples of exemplary authorizing being done by such institutions), but rather 

that such institutions by their very nature are subject to political instability and funding 

swings brought on by changes in leadership in the form of a new mayor, governor, or 

district superintendent.  

 

                                                 
1 Minnesota Statutes, section 124D.10, 2009. 
2Ibid; Principles and Standards for Quality Charter School Authorizing, 2009. 
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Background: The Birth of the Charter Movement and the Need for Authorizers  

In 1991 Minnesota became the first state in the nation to pass legislation allowing 

for the creation of charter schools.  This groundbreaking new educational model rested on 

the idea that charter schools would be allowed to operate with a great degree of flexibility 

and in return would submit themselves to a rigorous accountability system where failure 

to produce the targeted academic outcomes would bring swift consequences up to and 

including the closure of the school.   The keys to enforcement of such rigorous standards 

were given to another new entity, charter school sponsors (now known and hereafter 

referred to as authorizers), who were charged with three key areas of responsibility: 

initial charter approval, ongoing oversight and contract renewal of schools.3   

In Minnesota, the legislation surrounding charter schools has undergone a number 

of permutations as the oversight needs of charter schools and the inevitable politics of the 

movement emerged.  The original 1991 legislation gave authorizing power only to school 

boards, allowed no more than two schools to be chartered per board, and set a statewide 

cap of 8 schools.  However, the past two decades have seen almost continual adjustment 

in both the type of eligible authorizers and the number of schools allowed statewide 

(which rose until the cap was completely lifted in 1997).4   

These changes reflected, not only the influence of other states who were by now 

enacting their own charter laws, but also the need to remedy the absolute and 

unconditional animosity some school boards held for the idea of granting a charter in 

their district. This “not in my backyard” mindset led some school boards to refuse to 

consider any charters, regardless of their potential quality.  The problem was first 
                                                 
3 Principles and Standards for Quality Charter School Authorizing, 2009.; Charter School Authorizer 
Funding, 2009.;  Vergari, 2000.  
4 Minnesota Statutes, section 120.062, 1997. 
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addressed by incorporating an appeals process for potential charter schools and allowing 

the Minnesota Department of Education to grant charters when appropriate.  This 

solution was followed, in 1995, by the addition of community colleges, state universities 

(including the University of Minnesota), and technical colleges as eligible authorizers.  

By the close of the 2000 legislative session, private colleges,5 intermediate6 and other 

types of school districts,7 and nonprofit organizations meeting specific criteria8 brought 

the list of eligible authorizers to its current state (with some minor adjustments and the 

addition of single-purpose sponsors in 2009).   

The expansion in the type of eligible authorizers was not the only area in which 

Minnesota’s charter law was shifting, and while for many years the primary focus 

remained on charter schools themselves, in recent years authorizers have begun to share 

the legislative spotlight.  Interestingly, prior to changes in legislation enacted in 2009, the 

qualifications for becoming an authorizer were broad and not subjected to direct approval 

or regulation by the Minnesota Department of Education (MDE).  In part, the lack of 

interest in authorizers was due to the fact that critical pieces of the authorizer’s job, 

including the review and approval of initial charter applications,9 were duplicated by 

MDE. Partially as a result of this repetition of oversight responsibilities, many of the 50+ 

institutions currently authorizing charter schools in Minnesota10 have not developed 

rigorous procedures for assessing, approving, or monitoring the schools they oversee.   

                                                 
5 ibid 
6 Minnesota Statutes, section 120.064, 1998. 
7 Minnesota Statutes, section 124D.10, 1999. 
8 Minnesota Statutes, section 124D.10, 2000. 
9 Vergari, 2000.; Principles and Standards for Quality Charter School Authorizing, 2009. 
10 Public Charter School Dashboard, 2009.   
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In 2008, a groundbreaking evaluation report entitled Charter Schools was 

published by the Minnesota Office of the Legislative Auditor (OLA).  The report 

highlighted the negative impacts of the (then) current law and the dysfunctional oversight 

environment it had created for charter schools and authorizers operating in the state.  Its 

findings indicted, that in effect, authorizers counted on MDE to perform oversight duties 

and MDE in turn, counted on authorizers, resulting in situation in which many Minnesota 

authorizers failed to perform even the most basic elements of their role11 and poor quality 

charters were allowed to continue operation year after year.     

  The publication of the OLA’s report played a critical role in informing and 

motivating legislators who passed major changes and created what is now the present 

version of charter school law in 2009.  Now, all authorizers must undergo a process of 

review by MDE which examines their capacity and infrastructure, school application 

criteria and process, contracting process, oversight and evaluation process, and renewal 

criteria and process.  Once approved, authorizers are solely responsible for the decision to 

grant, or not grant charters to potential schools and can no longer rely on MDE to 

perform their oversight duties.          

While these changes represent a strong commitment to better authorizing 

practices overall, they do little to examine the structural shortcomings of the state’s 

current patchwork system of authorizers and offer no guidance as to what types of 

authorizers are likely to provide the best oversight for the state’s charters in the long run 

(or if a single, large authorizer would be ideal).  Thus, as a long-term solution to the 

organizational aspects of authorizer inactivity, they remain insufficient.   

                                                 
11 Evaluation Report: Charter Schools, 2008. 
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Today, as more and more charter schools come under scrutiny for poor academic 

performance, financial mismanagement, and a host of other issues, the importance of the 

authorizer role is becoming evident.12 In fact, in recent years, a number of studies 

focusing on the authorizer-school relationship have concluded that changes to the area are 

needed.   Luckily, due to the fluidity and flexibility with which the charter 

school/authorizer environment has evolved throughout the United States, numerous 

models of authorizer-school relationships are at work across the country, increasing the 

opportunities to study which models work and indicating that Minnesota’s problem is a 

solvable one.      

 

The Components of Authorizer Responsibility: Understanding 
the Job to be Done 
 

During the past decade, an increasing amount of attention has been given to the 

pivotal role charter school authorizers play in the success of charter schools.13  

Unfortunately, despite the established importance of their role as an intermediary,14 

Minnesota’s charter school authorizers interpret their oversight duties with varying 

degrees of success.15  Due to the fact that inadequate oversight threatens, not only 

individual schools, but the charter movement as a whole16 it is essential that authorizing 

structures able to effectively and efficiently hold schools accountable are sought out and 

                                                 
12 Ibid; Minnesota Statutes, section 124D.10, 2009.; Principles and Standards for Quality Charter School 
Authorizing, 2009.; Supporting Charter School Excellence Through Quality Authorizing, 2007.  
13 Supporting Charter School Excellence Through Quality Authorizing, 2007.; Bierlein, 2007.;  Bierlein-  
Palmer, & Gau., 2005.; The State of Charter School Authorizing, 2008; Vergari, 2000. 
14 Lopez, Kreider, & Coffman, 2005.; Supporting Charter School Excellence Through Quality Authorizing, 
2007.;The State of Charter School Authorizing, 2008.  
15 Evaluation Report: Charter Schools, 2008; Vergari, 2000; Bierlein, 2007; Bierlein & Gau, 2005. 
16 Lopez, Kreider, & Coffman, 2005.; Supporting Charter School Excellence Through Quality Authorizing, 
2007.; The State of Charter School Authorizing, 2008. 
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implemented as quickly as possible.  In order to understand the factors that make an 

authorizer successful, it is essential that we understand the areas in which authorizers 

hold schools accountable. 

As discussed above, authorizers are charged with three key areas of responsibility: 

initial charter approval, ongoing oversight and contract renewal of schools.17  Obviously, 

while the initial decision to approve a school is arguably an authorizer’s most 

important,18 the bulk of an established authorizer’s time is spent in providing continuous 

oversight and periodically making renewal decisions.  To provide a holistic picture of a 

school’s functioning, assessment is generally performed from three perspectives: 

financial, academic, and operational.19        

Finance  

The first area authorizers must hold schools accountable for is finance.  An authorizer’s 

fiscal oversight duties include (but are not limited to):  

o Examining school financial documents such as balance sheets, budgets, and 
cash flows on a regular basis. 

 
o Examining school’s yearly audits and annual report. 

 
o Ensuring that schools are in compliance with legal requirements related to 

finance. 
 

o Providing the school with feedback on their financial status. 
 

o Submitting contract reports to the Minnesota Department of Education. 
 

                                                 
17 Principles and Standards for Quality Charter School Authorizing, 2009. Charter School Authorizer 
Funding, 2009.  
18 Principles and Standards for Quality Charter School Authorizing, 2009. 
19 The division of responsibility into the three areas of academics, finance, and governance is based on 
NACSA’s Principles and Standards for Quality Charter School Authorizing and is consistent with the 
requirements of state law and common practice. 
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Although some Minnesota authorizers provide their schools with quality financial 

oversight, evidence points out that many do not.  As of 2009, 17% of charter schools to 

open in the state have closed,20 the vast majority due to financial distress.  In fact, as of 

2003, 15 of 16 Minnesota schools closed implicated budget and other monetary concerns 

in their demise.21  These figures do not provide the level of nuance necessary to 

determine if better authorizer supervision could have helped all of these schools avert 

disaster (in some cases low enrollment is at fault).  It is also worth noting that financially 

motivated closures can indicate the presence of a strong authorizer guiding a school’s 

board to a closure decision before the situation becomes dire and leaves staff members 

and creditors without the funds they deserve, as was the case in the midyear closure of 

Skills for Tomorrow by its authorizer (and employer of this paper’s author), Volunteers 

of America, in 2009.22 However, the fact that 17% of Minnesota authorizers surveyed23 

self-reported that they never review financial statements indicates that many charter 

schools are ‘making-do’ without the support and accountability of a fully active 

authorizer.   

 In addition, a 2008 study conducted by the Minnesota Office of the Legislative 

Auditor found that some authorizers felt they lacked the capacity to provide adequate 

financial oversight and ultimately concluded that, “in practice, [financial and academic] 

oversight varies because of sponsors’24 abilities and willingness to be involved.”25  

                                                 
20 Data Downloads, 2010. 
21 Evaluation Report: Charter Schools, 2008. 
22 Financial Troubles Force Closing of St. Paul School, 2009. 
23 Evaluation Report: Charter Schools, 2008., *The survey was sent to every MN authorizer and had a 79% 
response rate. 
24 The term sponsor was used to refer to authorizers until the passing of legislation changing the official 
name in 2009.  Minnesota Statutes, section 124D.10, 2009 
25 Evaluation Report: Charter Schools, 2008. 
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 Investing effort in creating a system in which all authorizers actively fulfill their 

financial oversight role would mitigate a number of problems.  Proper fiscal oversight of 

charter schools would reduce the number of schools closing for financial reasons, 

preserving taxpayer investments (charter schools receive over half of a million dollars in 

start-up grants during their first three years in addition to the usual per pupil funding) and 

lowering the number of students displaced from schools that are doing well academically. 

Academics 

The second area in which authorizers are charged with holding their schools 

accountable is academic performance.  A sponsor’s duties in this realm include: 

o Examining the school’s annual report 
 
o Observing the learning program and the teachers’ implementation of it 

during site visits. 
 

o Assessing whether the school’s academic performance meets state and 
contract (with the authorizer) standards. 

 
o Ultimately deciding whether the academic program is strong enough for 

the school to remain open. 
 

o Submitting contract reports to the Minnesota Department of Education 
  
 Judging the success of a school’s academic program is doubtless one of the most 

difficult- and most important assignments an authorizer is tasked with, particularly given 

the fact that many charter schools serve populations of students that have not traditionally 

done well in traditional public school environments.  However, even controlling for the 

differences in overall student demographics, Minnesota’s charter schools appear to be 

underperforming academically in comparison to their traditional public school peers.26  

This is particularly troubling in light of the fact that historically, very few authorizers 

                                                 
26 Multiple Choice: Charter School Performance in Sixteen States, 2009. 
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have taken steps to close a school based on academic performance, although recent 

research indicates that this may be changing.27   

 The reluctance to close schools that authorizers appear to exhibit may be in part 

due to the difficulty and unpopularity of doing so even in seemingly cut-and-dry cases.  A 

prime Minnesota example that the author of this paper experienced in person through her 

work as an authorizer was the May 2010 closure of Worthington Area Language 

Academy (WALA), a school with a troubled track record that spanned all areas of 

performance—particularly academics.  At the time a closure decision was made, WALA 

had been on an escalating series of intervention plans for over two years and had 

repeatedly shown itself to be grossly underperforming its resident district when 

examining the Hispanic student population (the group of students the school was intended 

to boost achievement for).  In addition, the school had recently been identified by the 

Minnesota Department of Education as one of the worst performing schools in the state.   

 Unfortunately, despite academic and other evidence supporting school closure and 

a political climate giving ample lip-service to the importance of charter school quality, 

closing the school proved to be an extremely difficult, time consuming, and complex 

process.  At several points, legislators from the area intervened, at one point attempting to 

pass a midnight (literally) bill which would have allowed the school to seek a new 

authorizer despite the fact that Minnesota’s charter law specifically prohibits this action 

when a school is in danger of closure.  Had the bill passed, it would have been a serious 

blow to authorizer authority in the state and acted as a deterrent to future closures.    

Perhaps in part because of the atmosphere described in the case above, the 

willingness of authorizers to allow underperforming charter schools to remain open has 
                                                 
27 The State of Charter School Authorizing, 2009.  
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put Minnesota in the awkward position of having charter schools entering the 

restructuring phase of NCLB in spite of the fact that, “Minnesota charter school law did 

not contemplate that schools created under the charter law would be restructured if they 

were not meeting the needs of students.  It was expected that the school(s) would be 

closed.” 28    Authorizers are explicitly required to monitor academic performance, yet 

inactivity is a major issue; in fact, only 57% of authorizers report that they consistently 

review test scores.29  The result of this inactivity is that the balance of ‘flexibility for 

accountability,’ a cornerstone of charter law, cannot be honored for the numerous schools 

who effectively have no heightened consequences (and sometimes no consequences at 

all) for failing to meet the academic standards set forth through their contract agreements 

and NCLB standards.    

 A completely functioning body of authorizers would fulfill the rigorous 

accountability standards charter schools are intended to be held to 30 resulting in more 

schools making AYP, fewer schools entering stages 2, 3, and 4 of AYP, and no schools 

(at least without a very compelling case for future success) entering stage 5 

(restructuring).   

 
 
 
Operations 
 
 The third area for which authorizers hold their schools responsible is operations, a 

category which includes overseeing the school’s preparatory and opening period, board 

                                                 
28 Quality Charter School Sponsoring in Minnesota, 2007. 
29 Evaluation Report: Charter Schools, 2008. 
30 Minnesota Statutes, section 124D.10, 2009. 
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governance, and a number of other activities.  An authorizer’s responsibilities in this area 

include: 

o Monitoring board meetings through periodic meeting attendance and examination 
of board packets. 

 
o Ensuring that the board follows legal protocols in terms of election, 

representation, training, and other requirements. 
o Attending site visits and speaking with school leadership, staff, students, and 

parents to get a feel for the environment and flow of day-to-day workings. 
 
o Conscientiously reviewing the school’s initial application for authorization 

 
o Overseeing the school during its preoperational period and (if approved), 

working to create a clear and transparent contract 
 

o Developing procedures for orderly school closings 
 

o Submitting contract reports to MDE 
 

o Reviewing the school’s annual report 
 

 Of the three areas of accountability authorizers provide for their schools, the 

operational category is the most broad and difficult to quantify.  Evidence of the need for 

improvement in this area comes from the fact that since 2004, five new charter schools 

have closed during or immediately following their first year, suggesting that their model 

or pre-planning effort, as well as ready-to-open requirements should have been more 

closely examined before acceptance by the authorizer.31  In addition, although 

newspapers have repeatedly printed scandals involving school boards,32 24% of 

authorizers state that they never attend their schools’ board meetings,33 a key 

preventative measure. 

                                                 
31 Data Downloads, 2010. 
32State Charter Schools Program Out of Control, 29 Nov, 2009.; Minneapolis Charter School Leader 
Allegedly Embezzled $1.38 Million, 1 June 2009.;  Running a School Takes Business Sense, 7 July 2009.; 
33 Evaluation Report: Charter Schools, 2008. 
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 Finally, although submitting contract reports to the Minnesota Department of 

Education involves all three accountability areas, the report’s operations component is 

perhaps the most crucial.  This is due to the fact that while the annual audit provides 

additional fiscal information about a school and outside markers such as AYP status can 

provide a measure of academic performance, the more nuanced ‘operations’ component 

is best captured through this report.  Unfortunately, as of 2008, the Minnesota 

Department of Education had only about half of all required charter contract renewal 

reports  on file, suggesting that authorizers were either unaware, unable, or unwilling to 

perform their duties.   

 The ‘soft’ nature of operational oversight (as discussed above) makes it difficult 

to project all of the benefits that could potentially result from complete authorizer activity 

in this area.  One important change would be a 100% submission rate for contract 

renewal reports, the construction of which would require at least a minimum knowledge 

of school operations.  

Minnesota Shortcomings or Nationwide Problems? 

 Although the focus of this paper is on Minnesota, it is beneficial to contextualize 

the state’s experience in light of the nationwide charter school movement.  Many of the 

drawbacks and deficiencies of Minnesota authorizers are echoed in assessments of other 

states’ charter accountability systems.   In a paper entitled, The Regulatory Styles of 

Statewide Authorizers: Arizona, Massachusetts, and Michigan, author Sandra Vergari 

finds that the states highlighted in her study, along with many others,34 have struggled “to 

develop accountability systems that are ‘clean, fair, and complete,’” and that, “the 

                                                 
34 Vergari, 2000. 
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statutory and regulatory framework for charter school authorizers is often vague.”  As in 

the Minnesota experience, an ambiguous legal framework is found to permit a number of 

problems including wide variation in the level of oversight provided by various 

authorizers and a tendency to leave underperforming schools operational.35    

The component problems that make up the inadequate oversight provided by 

some Minnesota authorizers are also repeated nationwide.  A study published in 2010 by 

the National Association of Charter School Authorizers (NACSA) suggests that over ten 

percent of large authorizers (overseeing 10 or more schools) still do not require their 

schools to submit key information such as annual financial audits.  The fact that this 

finding was limited to large authorizers, who have repeatedly been found to provide more 

consistent oversight36 suggests that an even higher percentage of small authorizers go 

without such information.  Along with the findings of nationwide studies, individual state 

documents also demonstrate the need for improvement in the quality and consistency of 

academic, financial and operational oversight.37 

Capacity, the ability of an authorizer to find and fund an adequate number of staff 

with required expertise is another area where Minnesota troubles appear to fall in line 

with nationwide authorizing bodies.  Overall, 43 percent of large authorizers (which 

benefit from economies of scale) indicated that their programs suffered due to inadequate 

funding, a finding consistent with studies suggesting that (large and small) authorizers in 

general struggle financially.38 Even in states where funding is above average,39 such as 

                                                 
35 Vergari, 2000. 
36 The State of Charter School Authorizing, 2009.; Principles and Standards for Quality Charter School 
Authorizing, 2009. 
37 Arizona State Board for Charter Schools, 2003.; Ziebarth, 2005.; Rorrer, Hausman, & Groth, 2006. 
38 Ohio study, Bierlein-Palmer, & Gau, 2005. 
39 The average amount of funding for large CS authorizers is 2.7% of charter revenues according to the 
most recent version of The State of Charter School Authorizing.  However, this is extremely hard to 
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Ohio, competition among authorizers to attract schools through lowering their fees has 

led to a system in which schools select their overseers based on price rather than quality 

and authorizers must scrape by with a skeleton staff.     

As the charter movement ages and data on charter performance compared with 

traditional public school performance becomes more readily available, states with 

underperforming charter schools such as Minnesota, Arizona, Florida, New Mexico, 

Ohio, and Texas,40 are feeling increased pressure to resolve lingering weaknesses in their 

charter school accountability systems.  This trend, in turn, has led to an increased focus 

on authorizers, perhaps best captured by the recent statement from the respected Thomas 

B. Fordham Institute that, “charter school authorizing and the act of chartering schools is 

the most promising contemporary educational innovation.”41  

Clearly, Minnesota’s authorizing problems are not unique when examined in a 

nationwide context.  However, with serious and far-reaching legislative actions in the 

process of being implemented and indications of how further improvement in the 

authorizing field may best proceed emerging (through this study and others), it is possible 

that the state could once again be on the cusp of leading a revolution in the field of 

education.   

 
  Options for Oversight: A Look at Potential Authorizing 
Structures Nationwide 
 

Before attempting to discern which authorizing structures Minnesota should be 

pursuing in its quest to create more effective oversight for charter schools, it is essential 

                                                                                                                                                 
measure due to the differing ways in which funds are accessed by authorizers.  Ohio’s funding rate is 3% of 
charter revenues.  
40Multiple Choice: Charter School Performance in Sixteen States, 2009. 
41 Gau, 2006. 
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to understand the variety of authorizers currently at work throughout the nation and their 

various strengths and weaknesses.  Interestingly, Minnesota has a wider variety of 

authorizing bodies than any other state, and with 52 currently in operation, they are far 

more numerous than in most states (Ohio, Wisconsin, and California are notable 

exceptions).42   

An authorizer’s structure impacts its effectiveness in a number of ways, three of 

which repeatedly surface as must-haves for successful authorizers.  First, capacity:  larger 

authorizers tend to be more efficient and specialized as they are able to dedicate staff 

specifically to their programs and have more incentive to invest in creating and 

implementing best practices.  In fact, research done by the National Alliance for Charter 

School Authorizers (NACSA) and others, suggests that  in order to build an effective 

program, an authorizer needs to authorize a critical mass of schools (though no number is 

yet agreed upon).43 

Second, expertise: authorizers with an education background often find 

authorizing to be a good fit for their mission and are able to develop their oversight 

programs more effectively by utilizing knowledge of instructional methodology and 

awareness of key indicators of school success.  Quality authorizing can, and often must 

take place with minimal staffing levels due to budget restrictions; however it is essential 

that the personnel who are employed be skilled in academic accountability, data analysis, 

school finance, nonprofit governance and management, and legal compliance.44  

                                                 
42 Public Charter School Dashboard, 2009.; The State of Charter School Authorizing, 2008. 
43 Gau, 2006.; The State of Charter School Authorizing, 2009.; Principles and Standards for Quality Charter 
School Authorizing, 2009. 
44 NACSA policy brief: Charter School Authorizer Funding 
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Organizations that start out with little knowledge of the education field may struggle to 

build an appropriate accountability system due to their own inexperience.     

Third, desire: certain types of authorizers are plagued by pendulum-like changes 

in their feelings toward authorizing due to changes in political climate, finances, 

workload requirements and unanticipated conflicts of interest that may arise.  In addition, 

some states require certain entities to authorize charter schools.  Whatever the case, an 

authorizer who has little interest in or desire to perform their duties is rarely a model of 

success.45 

Although a myriad of other characteristics will be explored in the following 

discussion of the authorizer structures currently available, capacity, expertise, and desire 

represent the most crucial and universal factors impacting success.    

Below is an explanation of each type of authorizer currently in use in the United 

States, as well as a brief commentary on their current (or likely) performance in 

Minnesota.  

Local School District or State Education Agency 

The forty states that currently have some form of charter school law together 

possess over 800 authorizers.46  Of these 800, the vast majority (726/819 as of 2008) are 

local education agencies (school districts) which generally authorize one or two 

schools.47  Their prevalence is partially due to the fact that LEAs are the most commonly 

approved form of authorizer with 26 states allowing them to charter schools and seven of 

those (Alaska, Iowa, Kansas, Maryland, Tennessee, Virginia, and Wyoming) giving them 

                                                 
45 Gau, 2006.  
46 Public Charter School Dashboard, 2009.; The State of Charter School Authorizing, 2009. 
47 Hassel, Ziebarth, & Steiner, 2005.; The State of Charter School Authorizing 2008. 
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the sole authority to do so.48  State Education Agencies (SEAs) are the second most 

common form of authorizer, permitted in 20 states.  Both forms are currently permitted in 

Minnesota.   

Perhaps the most important advantage of LEAs and SEAs as authorizers is their 

previous experience with running schools and understanding the educational needs of 

students in their communities.  In addition, for LEAs, proximity to the schools they 

authorize is common and may facilitate more frequent visits to their charter schools (site 

visits are a key component of oversight).49   

The partnership between an LEA or SEA and a charter school also has the 

potential to develop community awareness of and support for charters50 and to more 

quickly move a successful program into the traditional public school system- a key goal 

of Minnesota’s charter legislation.51  A good example of this potential for partnership and 

program sharing is the relationship between traditional public school District 831, Forest 

Lake, and Lakes International Language Academy (LILA), a Spanish and Chinese 

immersion charter school authorized by the Minnesota Department of Education (MDE), 

an SEA, since its opening in 2004.  Through MDE’s connections to the traditional public 

school system, LILA has made a big impact on District 831.  Whereas District 831 

previously offered languages beginning in 8th grade, it now offers an advanced Spanish 

program to allow LILA graduates to continue improving their language skills and will 

begin offering an immersion program similar to LILA’s for first graders next fall—

something the charter school supports due to the fact that the it must turn away large 

                                                 
48 Public Charter School Dashboard, 2009.; Multiple Charter Authorizing Options, 2009. 
49 Supporting Charter School Excellence Through Quality Authorizing, 2007. 
50 Hassel, Ziebarth, & Steiner, 2005.; Multiple Charter Authorizing Options, 2009.; Gau, 2006. 
51 Minnesota Statutes, section 124D.10, 2009. 
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numbers of students each fall.52  The district and charter also partnered in 2009 to allow a 

group of exchange students from Southern China to study in Forest Lake (students were 

placed in both charter and traditional public schools).53     

Unfortunately, in spite of their numerous advantages in expertise and community 

influence, neither the SEAs nor LEAs appear to be a viable long-term source of quality 

authorizers in Minnesota.  LEAs suffer from several problems, including a traditionally 

low capacity (most authorize only one or two schools) and a tendency to stifle 

innovation.54  Many have come to view the innovative methods of charter schools as a 

double-edged sword, potentially dangerous to the health of their traditional public 

schools.  If the charter’s model fails, the struggling school becomes an albatross for the 

district with the resulting turn-around effort sucking up precious time and energy; if it 

succeeds, the charter will attract students- and the dollars that follow them, leaving the 

traditional public schools starved for funding.   

The state’s only SEA, the Minnesota Department of Education (MDE), has 

struggled with the balance of overseeing both traditional and charter schools.  Although 

its work with charters could potentially assist MDE in developing innovative policies for 

both types of schools, this advantage has not been realized.  Instead, MDE’s relationship 

with charters has suffered a variety of semi-public blows ranging from accusations of 

favoring charter schools to accusations of attempting to stifle the movement through slow 

implementation of policies which has greatly complicated the development of charters 

                                                 
52 Lakes International More Than a Spanish Immersion School, 2010.; New ISD 831 Spanish Program 
Ready to Go, 2010. 
53 Lakes International More Than a Spanish Immersion School, 2010.; New ISD 831 Spanish Program 
Ready to Go, 2010. 
 
54 The State of Charter School Authorizing, 2009.; Bierlein-Palmer, 2007.; Hassel, Ziebarth, & Steiner, 
2005. 
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hoping to open in 2010-2011.55  In addition, over the past year, the department has lost 

key resources in the form of both personnel and revenue.   

The passage of significant revisions to state charter legislation during the 2009 

session impacted both LEA and SEA authorizing relationships by imposing authorizer 

certification requirements (to be overseen by MDE) and more clearly defined 

responsibilities.  While a number of the most active Minnesota authorizers were in favor 

of the changes, which closely mirror best-practices set forth by the National Association 

of Charter School Authorizers (NACSA), the increased difficulty of the job, combined 

with individual considerations, has led MDE, along with many state LEAs to elect to 

discontinue their authorizing programs.    

Statewide, only 13 LEAs currently authorizing schools have applied to continue 

doing so- and of those, only six have been approved (an indication of the lack of rigor 

present among some authorizers).56  Those electing to discontinue their operations 

include several large LEAs such as the St. Paul Public School District.57  The impact of 

this action will be all the more intensely felt due to the fact that few LEAs have come 

forward with plans to take on either new or existing schools.58 Even Forest Lake District 

831, discussed earlier as a model of a traditional district that has formed a close 

partnership with a charter, declined its partner school’s request for authorization after its 

present authorizer, MDE, opted out.59     

                                                 
55 These issues were voiced to a number of members of Minnesota’s charter school community through 
questions posed by Joe Nathan at the 2010 MACS Legislative Conference Held March 25 at the Kelly Inn 
in St. Paul.  The allegations of attempting to stifle the movement were denied by Deputy Commissioner 
Chas Anderson who was speaking to the conference attendees.; Law Halts Charter School Growth, 2010.   
56 Approved Charter School Authorizers 2010-2011. 
57 Minnesota Districts Cutting Ties to Charter Schools, 2010.; St. Paul Wants Out of Charter Schools, 2010.   
58 Minneapolis Public School district is the only one that has a new school in the works for the 2012 school    
year. 
59Peterson, Shannon and Cam Hedlund. Meeting. 7 Jan 2010.  
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Municipal Government Organization 

Currently only two states, Wisconsin and Indiana, allow municipal government 

organizations (MGOs) to authorize charter schools.  Advantages to this form of 

authorizer include the potential for increased political support and visibility which may in 

turn improve accountability, fundraising abilities, and access to potential students. In 

addition, the arrangement has the potential to tap resources with education expertise if the 

municipal authority is large enough to maintain an education-related arm (such as a parks 

and recreation department involved with planning educational summer programs) where 

the program can be located.   

Unfortunately, the benefits of this type of authorizer are coupled with significant 

detriments, the most important of which is political instability.  Although a NACSA 

review of municipal authorizers was extremely favorable and highlighted stability over 

several changes in office, the potential for schools to be thrown into a crisis situation 

simply due to a change in elected official is great in such a situation.60 Additionally, 

though there is potential for an MGO to situate an authorizing program in an ideal setting 

of expertise and ability, the success of such a program relies heavily on capacity.  As one 

of only two MGOs currently authorizing charter schools, the Milwaukee Common 

Council demonstrates this potential problem.  The National Association for Charter 

School Authorizers’ (NACSA) assessment of the program revealed that whereas the 

program’s stated practices were excellent, actual implementation was lacking due to 

inadequate staffing and financial resources.61  

 Independent Chartering Board or Single Purpose Authorizer 

                                                 
60 Harnessing Resources Through Mayor-Authorized Charter Schools, 2008. 
61 Authorizer Evaluation Report: Milwaukee Common Council, 2009. ; Zautcke, Cindy. “Re: Hello from a 
MN Authorizer,” (18 Apr 2010). email to McGraw, Molly. 
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The idea of an independent chartering board (ICB) or single purpose authorizer 

(SPA) has begun to gain steam in a number of states.  Independent chartering boards are 

currently up and running in seven states (Utah, Idaho, South Carolina, Florida, Arizona, 

Colorado, and Washington DC), though only the Arizona State Board for Charter Schools 

and the DC Public Charter School Board were in existence prior to 2004.  The first 

SPA’s, which will be similar to ICBs in most respects, are still being created and will 

likely be in use during the 2010-2011 school year.  In line with their relatively recent 

development, ICBs and SPAs aim to provide many of the benefits of more ‘traditional’ 

authorizer choices while minimizing drawbacks.  

 The singular focus of these entities allows them to hire staff with educational 

expertise and enthusiasm on par with that provided by LEAs, but without the conflicts of 

interest that typically plague such authorizers.62  In addition, although often requiring 

substantial support to initially develop a portfolio of schools, the eventual concentration 

of schools allows ICBs and SPAs to create and take advantage of economies of scale and 

motivates them to develop and follow best practices.   

Unfortunately, the ICB structure does have several potential downfalls.  The first 

is the temptation of state legislatures to create boards with heavily political overtones.  

For example, the seven members of the Utah State Charter School Board are all 

appointed by the governor,63 placing the health of the charter school system at risk with 

each change of political regime.  Another potential problem is the fact that such statewide 

entities can violate state’s constitutional provisions that require local control of public 

schools.  This was the case in Florida, where “a statewide board was found by the state’s 

                                                 
62 Multiple Charter Authorizing Options, 2009.; Bierlien-Palmer, 2006.  
63 Bierlein-Palmer, 2006. 
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supreme court to be inconsistent with provisions in the state’s constitution requiring local 

control of the public schools.”64  Finally, the tendency of these authorizing entities may 

actually harm the charter movement by stifling the strength that comes from an 

environment in which authorizers with varying specialties encourage different types of 

charter innovation.  In 4/7 states with ICBs, a substantial portion (40-90%) of charter 

contracts now exist within the single entity, calling into question the ability of new 

schools to find an authorizer suited to their particular needs and goals.65 

Minnesota’s 2009 legislative overhaul of charter law included a provision to 

allow up to three SPAs.  Though very similar to ICBs, SPAs can potentially be more 

numerous and will benefit from some degree of shelter from political manipulation.  

While the Minnesota charter movement had a substantial interest in the idea of SPAs, the 

process of authorizer approval by MDE is still underway no schools have yet been taken 

on by such an entity.     

Higher Education Institution 

Higher education institutions are permitted to authorize charter schools in eight 

states, though there is some state-to-state diversity in terms of which institutions are 

eligible (i.e.: public, private, 2-year, 4-year, etc.).  Along with the potential name 

recognition, visibility and networking opportunities a charter may secure by seeking a 

higher education institution as an authorizer, a major draw, as with LEAs, is the potential 

for the authorizer to have experience in the field of education that could assist its 

chartered schools in succeeding.  In some cases, colleges and universities have “even 

                                                 
64 Multiple Charter Authorizing Options, 2009; Duval County School Board v. State Board of Education 
(FL’s First district court of Appeal; resulted in the dissolution of the FL schools of Excellence Commission 
effective January 15, 2009).   
65 Multiple Charter Authorizing Options, 2009. 
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redefine[ed] their teacher and principal preparation programs to better address the needs 

of charter schools and the professionals who work in them;”  thus providing major 

benefits to the charters they work with.   

Unfortunately, experience with higher education does not necessarily equal 

experience with K-12 education and, as with the example of MGOs, there is potential for 

the program to be neglected if not properly placed within the larger organization.  

Additionally, as with other highly visible authorizers, colleges and universities are 

susceptible to political pressure both directly and indirectly.  In some cases, higher 

education institutions have been pressured to cease authorizing operations due to protests 

from politically motivated groups such as teachers unions, which are not fond of non-

union charter schools.66   

Interestingly, Minnesota is the only state that allows private (and possibly 

religiously affiliated) institutions to charter schools.67  In addition, the state extends 

authorizing privileges to institutions which grant both two and four-year degrees, opening 

the door for specialized schools to partner with authorizers that may have expertise in 

their area.  Such institutions have had mixed results with capacity and resource 

limitations often playing a role.68    

Non-Profit Institutions 

As of 2005 only two states, Minnesota and Ohio have elected to allow non-profit 

entities to authorize schools.  The ability of such authorizers to succeed varies greatly, 

just as nonprofits themselves vary greatly in size, mission, and capacity.  A mission 

match may provide authorized schools with a liason well-versed in educational issues and 

                                                 
66 Testerman, Justin. Personal Interview. 28 Apr 2010. 
67 Hassel, B., Ziebarth, T., & Steiner, L., 2005.; Public Charter School Dashboard, 2009.   
68 McGraw, 2009. 
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with substantial financial backing from its parent organization; however, lack of public 

accountability can be an issue for smaller organizations that may fly under the radar of 

watchdog groups.   The Education Commission of the States noted that the problem of 

insulated authorizers in this category would be reduced for Minnesota’s potential group 

of new single purpose authorizers due to the fact that, “because such organizations would 

be ‘chartered’ by the state for the express purpose of authorizing, they would arguably 

have a certain degree of public accountability.”69  

Minnesota has experienced great successes and great failures among its nonprofit 

authorizers.  The first nonprofit to authorize a charter school after such entities were 

allowed to do so (the change was voted into law in 2000) was Volunteers of America of 

Minnesota, a branch of a much larger national non-profit that was running several 

contract alternative schools for the Minneapolis Public School District at the time the 

new law passed.  The organization strives to be a model of charter school authorizing 

both throughout the state and nation70 and was recognized by the National Association 

for Charter School Authorizers for the significant role it played in the passage of the 

charter school statutory overhaul completed during the 2009 session.71 

Unfortunately, Minnesota has also had serious concerns about some of its 

nonprofit authorizers including Islamic Relief USA which allegedly encouraged the 

inclusion of religious curriculum in Tarek ibn Ziyad Academy (TIZA), and the 

Minnesota Education Trust which is affiliated with TIZA72 and has been accused of 

                                                 
69 Hassel, B., Ziebarth, T., & Steiner, L., 2005.  
70 Volunteers of America Charter School Authorizing Guide, 2010. 
71 NACSA Awards for Excellence in Improving Policy, 2009. 
72 Through ownership of TIZA’s campus. 
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attempting to authorize schools affiliated with the Christian religion.73  This troubling 

occurrence resulted in modifications to Minnesota statute which now specifically forbids 

any new religiously affiliated authorizers from operating in the state.  At this time, the 

Minnesota Department of Education is still in the process of certifying authorizers, thus it 

remains to be seen whether Islamic Relief USA and the Minnesota Education Trust will 

be allowed to continue working with schools.     

We have now completed a review of the history of the charter school movement, 

examined what charter school authorizers do, and explored the various forms authorizers 

have taken throughout the nation.  In order to determine which of these forms best suit 

Minnesota’s developing charter environment, we must now set criteria and move through 

the process of what key factors may make a particular authorizer successful in the state.   

 

What Works:  Recommendations for Minnesota Authorizer 
Structures 
 

Due to the fact that Minnesota currently has five of the seven major types of 

authorizers operating within its boarders, the process of identifying those that have the 

greatest potential for success is able to benefit from a substantial amount of state-specific 

experience. As mentioned at the start of this analysis, there are three characteristics that 

have been nationally identified as key components of any authorizer’s success.  They are: 

1) a desire to do the work, 2) the capacity to handle the work, and 3) the expertise to 

understand the work. 

                                                 
73 New Minnesota Charter Schools Heading into a Legal Minefield, 2008.; Quest for Charter School Goes 
to Court, 2009. 
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Together, these three characteristics will form the initial lens through which  

potential authorizing organizations are examined and will act as a filter to catch the most 

obviously ill-fitted structures.  However, in spite of the essential nature of these first 

considerations, a two-tiered analysis is necessary to identify not only authorizers with the 

greatest potential for success, but those with greatest potential for success in Minnesota.  

Organizations that meet desire, capacity, and expertise requirements must additionally 

prove themselves capable of withstanding the unique challenges of existing in the state 

where the charter movement began.  Key factors for survival in Minnesota include: the 

ability to function with a relatively low level of funding, the ability to remain a part of the 

legislative scene while at the same time sheltered from political influence, sustain the 

diversity of the charter community, and be committed to the promotion of charter quality- 

even when it means making unpopular decisions.   

Funding 

Minnesota’s current funding levels for authorizers (set in 1991 without precedent 

or knowledge of what the job would actually entail) are far from adequate.74  A recent 

study conducted by the U.S. Department of Education’s Office of Innovation and 

Improvement found that “the form and amount of financial support provided to 

authorizers is a key consideration for policymakers to ensure that authorizers are able to 

perform responsibly and effectively.”75  Prior to the 2009 legislative session, Minnesota 

authorizers were only able to receive $30 per pupil during a school’s first three years of 

operation (capped at $10,000) and $10 per pupil after that (capped at $3,500).  Although 

changes to the funding formula were made during the 2009 legislative session, increases 

                                                 
74 The Cost of Sponsoring Minnesota Chartered Schools, 2005.; Charter School Authorizer Funding, 2009.  
75 National Charter School Accountability Study, 2001; Vergari, 2001. 
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will be phased in gradually over a period of years and will top out at around 1.5% of per 

pupil revenue—still a far cry from the 3% received by authorizers in states considered to 

have ample funding.76   

An illustration of the extent to which authorizers have historically been under-

funded can be seen by taking the example of Volunteers of America of Minnesota (VOA-

MN), an authorizer that currently performs to the higher standard now mandated by 

Minnesota law (and the first authorizer approved by the Department of Education under 

the new charter law).  During the 2008-2009 school year, VOA-MN took in roughly 

$30,000 in fees from its 14 schools; however, the cost of running the program was around 

$160,000—over five times the amount of revenue received.77 In addition, to 

contextualize the lean nature of the program, it is important to note that during 2008-200

VOA-MN authorized 14 schools, utilized only 1.2FTE, (far below the national aver

for an authorizer of its size

9 

age 

ntial 

he government. 

                                                

78) and occupied office space provided by the parent 

organization. Although the new funding structure will provide VOA-MN with 

significantly higher funding levels over time (about $90,000 in 2009-2010 and topping 

out around $130,000 in 2012-2013), it is obvious that Minnesota’s most successful 

authorizers will either require the backing of some larger organization or a substa

stipend from t

 

 

Political Environment 

 
76 National Charter School Accountability Study, 2001. 
77 Piehl, Katie. Personal Interview. 15 Apr 2009.  
78 The State of Charter School Authorizing, 2009. 
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Minnesota’s education-related political landscape is a hotbed of activity and 

controversy.  While some of this turmoil has been brought on by recent events such as the 

state’s attempts to secure federal Race to the Top funding, pass alternative teacher 

licensure provisions, and work on a charter legislation overhaul, the school choice 

movement and the educational institutions affected by it have been heavily impacted by 

the political environment for the better part of 20 years.  Due to this rapid pace of change, 

authorizers that are able to shelter themselves from the political limelight while at the 

same time remaining engaged in the legislative process will be able to provide greater 

stability to the schools they serve and will avoid having to expend excessive resources to 

defend their interests.   

School Diversity 

While some states have developed charter schools that operate in clusters centered 

around a charter management organization (CMO) or other type of educational 

cooperative (which essentially replicates one model of school over and over), 

Minnesota’s charter schools truly represent the spectrum of ideas and philosophy.  This 

diversity is a potential strength, but also requires a variety of authorizing entities in order 

to avoid being homogenized.79  

 A Commitment to Quality in the Face of Adversity 

 In the months since Stanford’s CREDO Multiple Choice80 study, the first to 

compare charter and public schools across the nation, was published, the tone of the 

school choice movement in Minnesota has begun to shift.  Rather than focusing on choice 

                                                 
79 NACSA’s multiple charter options, Alternative Authorizers policy guide—both discuss the importance 
of a diverse authorizing community. 
80 Multiple Choice: Charter School Performance in Sixteen States, 2009. 
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for choice’s sake, the State Legislature, Department of Education, and Minnesota 

Association of Charter Schools have all adopted stances strongly in favor of supporting 

high quality charter schools.81   These movements, along with increasing recognition of 

the key role authorizers play in the success of the schools they work with, indicate that in 

order to succeed in Minnesota, authorizers will need to have the power, freedom from 

conflicting interests, and motivation, to close down underperforming schools in a timely 

fashion.  In other words, they need to have bite behind their bark. 

    

Most Likely to Succeed: Recommendations for the future of 
Minnesota’s Authorizing Community 
 

After careful first-tier examination of the criteria for a successful authorizer on a 

national level and a more narrowly focused discussion of the criteria for a successful 

authorizer on a state level, it is at last time to draw conclusions about which authorizers 

will give Minnesota communities a chance to emulate the fabled Lake Wobegon, where 

all the children are above average.  The prior discussion of authorizing entities currently 

at work in the United States included seven distinct types of authorizers: 

1. Local Education Agencies (school districts) 

2. State Education Agencies (state department of education) 

3. Municipal Government Organizations (a city council or mayor’s office) 

4. Independent Chartering Boards 

5. Single Purpose Authorizers 

6. Higher Education Institutions 

7. Nonprofit Organizations 
                                                 
81 MACS Legislative Conference, 2010. 
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Of these, two do not pass the first tier requirements of desire, capacity, and 

expertise.  During the past months, both state and local education agencies in Minnesota 

have demonstrated a preference to exit the authorizing field by failing to apply for 

certification and/or announcing their intention to exit the field.82  In addition, although 

some local education agencies have indicated that they will continue overseeing charter 

schools, these entities do not pass the capacity requirement as they generally do not have 

the time or interest level to oversee more than a few schools.    

    Now left with five potentially successful structures, we must focus on the 

characteristics crucial to success in Minnesota’s educational landscape: ability to secure 

adequate funding, degree of shelter from direct political influence, ability to assist in 

meeting the needs of diverse schools, and capacity to independently hold schools 

accountable.  Based on these criteria, two more authorizing structures can be 

eliminated—municipal government organizations and single purpose authorizers.   

The downfall of municipal government organizations is twofold.  First, they are 

unable to shelter their schools from the intrinsically malleable nature of political 

landscapes and thus put schools at risk of turmoil based on changes in elected officials 

rather than objective criteria.  The political nature of government organizations also calls 

into question their ability to act independently and without conflict of interest to perform 

difficult but essential oversight duties.  For example, a persistently low-performing 

school may be difficult to close in an election year if it serves the children of a 

particularly important voting block and would generate bad press. 

Single purpose authorizers are more difficult to eliminate.  They have a number of 

potential advantages over other structures and would not suffer from the same political or 
                                                 
82 Minnesota Districts Cutting Ties to Charter Schools, 2010. 
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operational flaws that destined others for failure.  However, the slow start Minnesota’s 

charter community has shown in founding such authorizers demonstrates their key 

issue—lack of funding.  Under current Minnesota law, single purpose authorizers are not 

eligible to receive any type of startup funds.  This is a critical blow as funding levels for 

authorizers are low83 and it would take a number of years to build up a sufficient base of 

schools to provide even a minimal amount of revenue.  If funding were provided through 

statute, or through other interested organizations, single purpose authorizers could 

potentially provide the type of oversight currently sought after.  In fact, Education 

Evolving, one of the entities currently applying for status as a single purpose authorizer is 

backed by the well-known Minnesota education philanthropist Ted Kolderie.      

Final Recommendation 

The authorizing models that have survived the tests of viability set forth in this 

study: independent chartering boards, nonprofit organizations, and higher education 

institutions, are not one-way tickets to successful authorizing.  However, in a difficult 

environment they provide Minnesota’s best options for holding schools accountable for 

results and improving the state’s educational options over the long term, particularly as 

they would all stand to benefit from increasing economies of scale as the pool of eligible 

authorizers shrank.  

Though these entities generally meet the first and second-tier criteria described 

herein and ought to be encouraged to grow in the state, it is important to remember that 

these conclusions do not account for the ever-changing legal and political landscape that 

represents the current charter environment.  If funding formulas were adjusted to provide 

                                                 
83 The Cost of Sponsoring Minnesota Chartered Schools, 2005.; Charter School Authorizer Funding, 2009. 
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start-up funds to single purpose authorizers, for example, such institutions could provide 

a viable option for Minnesota charter schools.   

In the end, the success of an authorizer is determined more by its individual 

characteristics—human capital, level of interest, and educational expertise for example, 

than by its structure alone.  However, this does not mean that the state’s chances of 

creating the base of strong authorizers it needs would be helped by failing to take action.  

By pushing for changes to create an independent chartering board (which by it’s nature 

would receive state funds) and encouraging the Minnesota Department of Education to 

use its newly-bestowed powers to carefully examine and approve a smaller pool of more 

highly qualified nonprofit and higher education institutions that meet the criteria above, 

the state’s charter oversight will improve.     

Minnesota’s current reality as a state with too many authorizers possessing too 

great a variety of efficiencies is far from ideal for the health of its charter movement.  

However, the current diversity creates fertile ground for study and may prove a deciding 

factor in informing the state’s movement towards better authorizing practices.  As the 

impact of recent legislative changes continues to emerge it is uncertain whether the 

state’s authorizing community will truly be made stronger, but it will surely continue to 

develop and evolve, thus providing plenty of fodder for continued study.   
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