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Foreword   

by Jen Holleran, Executive Director, Startup:Education Foundation

Mark Zuckerberg and Priscilla Chan launched Startup:Education in 2010 to 
support public education in the U.S. and improve educational opportunities for underserved 
students. Today Startup provides direct support to traditional district and charter schools, and 
invests in innovative organizations that are working more broadly to transform learning expe-
riences and ensure that every child has access to the skills and opportunities they need to reach 
their full potential. 

In partnership with then Mayor Cory Booker and New Jersey Governor Chris Christie, 
Startup:Education’s first initiative provided support through a five- year grant to improve 
Newark’s public schools. Much has been made of that story, especially the personalities and 
politics involved. But the real — and often overlooked — story is the early progress being made in 
Newark to improve educational opportunities for the city’s children.

In the past four years, Newark has adopted a revolutionary new teacher contract and evalua-
tion system and seen a dramatic expansion of high- quality school options for students. Amid a 
strong and growing charter school sector, the Newark school district has undergone significant 
changes to reverse course on a decades- long struggle to provide consistent quality education to 
its  children. As this report goes to press, those changes continue as a new superintendent steps 
in, with a mandate to continue improving school quality while leading a transition back to local 
control of the district by the elected school board.

The work has been complex and challenging, and it has required the district to forge a new kind 
of partnership with the charter school sector in ways that few other cities have seen. The issues 
raised and challenges addressed in Newark hold important lessons for other cities looking to 
increase opportunities for students to have high- quality education options. 

We are committed to learning as much as possible about the successes, struggles and lessons 
from this concentrated five- year effort to improve Newark’s public schools. It is only through 
such learning that we all can continue to help improve education for all students, especially those 
presently most underserved. 
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It is therefore this story of struggles and successes that Startup:Education asked Public Impact 
to research and tell. 

In the pages that follow, Public Impact provides an independent analysis of the work under-
taken in Newark and what the city has learned so far. This is not meant to define the work as an 
unqualified success or failure, but to present an honest look at the work of the past four years. 
The work is ongoing, and the lessons continue to unfold. But, with this report, we hope to put a 
spotlight on the promise that Newark holds for its students, as well as for students in other cities 
across the country.

At Startup, we would like to thank the many people in Newark and beyond who contributed to 
this report by agreeing to be interviewed, by supplying data, and by reviewing drafts of the case 
study before its release. Most importantly, though, we at Startup:Education want to acknowledge 
and celebrate all of the teachers, school leaders, administrators, parents and others who work tire-
lessly to ensure that, one day, all of our nation’s children will be provided a high- quality education. 
We look forward to a continued dialogue about the work in Newark and the future of education 
reform there and in cities across the country.
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Executive Summary   

Many cities are working hard to improve their schools and ensure that they serve 
all children well. In so doing, many cities have turned to charter schools as a tool to create quality 
school options. As the charter sector continues to grow, an increasing number of cities approach 
the point where the effects of charter sector growth on traditional schools are impossible to over-
look. Newark, New Jersey, is well on its way to this juncture. Altogether, Newark’s 27 percent 
market share for charter schools,1 an unusually high percentage of high-performing charters, 
strong parent demand for high-performing school options—charter or traditional—and long-
time state control of the district have put it on the fast track of this journey. 

Based on research and interviews, we look in this study at how Newark is addressing the issues 
that arise when the charter sector grows large, and the lessons other cities and districts with a 
growing charter presence can take from Newark. Here, we briefly present the developments that 
accelerated Newark’s journey, the citywide reforms that resulted, and some of the early lessons.

Developments

Philanthropic infusion
In 2010, Newark made national news when Facebook founder Mark Zuckerberg gave the city a 
$100 million challenge grant, matched by an equal amount of local and national philanthropy, 
intended to enable rapid efforts to improve Newark’s public schools. Donors wanted this funding 
to catalyze financially sustainable improvements in both the charter and district sectors, with 
about 25 percent of the overall funds expected to be invested in the charter sector. Even before 
2010, local and national funders had provided significant support to Newark charter schools, 
primarily through the Newark Charter School Fund (NCSF). That support catalyzed a rapid 
increase in the number of Newark charter schools and contributed to the strong performance 

1. NJ Department of Education, Fall Enrollment Survey Collection data file. Retrieved from: http://www.state.
nj.us/education/data/enr/; Fall enrollment for 2014–15 taken from NPS SAB monthly report, December 2014. 
Retrieved from http://www.nps.k12.nj.us/advisory-board/sab-monthly-reports/sab-monthly-reports-2014-2015

http://www.state.nj.us/education/data/enr/
http://www.state.nj.us/education/data/enr/
http://www.nps.k12.nj.us/advisory-board/sab-monthly-reports/sab-monthly-reports-2014-2015
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of Newark’s charter sector. A 2015 study cited Newark as having the second- highest- performing 
charter sector among the nation’s cities, based on charter students’ high growth rates in reading 
and math relative to similar students in district schools.2

State- appointed reform superintendent
The growth of the charter sector further complicated the work of a district trying to turn around 
its struggling schools. In 2011, the state appointed Cami Anderson to dramatically improve 
Newark’s schools. Anderson set a goal of providing 100 high- quality district and charter school 
options for Newark students. Her administration identified a set of key issues that cities with 
large and growing charter sectors must address, including:

 § Unequal access to high- quality public school options. Do students in all 
neighborhoods have the chance to attend a great school? Do students with special 
needs, behavior challenges, and tough home environments have an equal shot at 
high- quality seats? 

 § Lack of common yardsticks for all public schools. Can families, policymakers, and 
the public obtain a clear view of how charter and district schools are performing and 
meeting the needs of a wide range of students?

 § Inadequate and unaffordable facilities. Can charter schools obtain facilities—
whether district buildings or elsewhere—at a price they can afford? Can the district 
secure the resources to renovate run- down buildings to 21st- century standards after 
years of under- investment?

 § The difficulty of guaranteeing teacher effectiveness in a seniority- based system. 
As the district loses students to charter schools and needs to reduce spending to 
offset the resulting lost revenue, how can it keep its best instructors, regardless of 
their seniority?

 § Negative effects of declining enrollment on the economy. As the district’s central 
office shrinks and lays off Newark residents, what can mitigate the effects of 
unemployment on the economy, former employees, and their children?

Resulting reforms

Comprehensive citywide plan
To address these challenges and meet the goal of 100 high- quality schools, the district has crafted 
and executed a plan called “One Newark,” intended to level the playing field between charter and 
district schools by ensuring equitable access for all students to all schools, increasing traditional 
school options, and optimizing district resources for efficiency. The district’s plan includes: 

 § A common system for applying to and enrolling in charter and district schools. The 
district’s universal enrollment system, implemented in spring 2014, aims to increase 
access and equity by eliminating individual charter school lotteries and providing 
a one- stop opportunity for parents to apply for enrollment in charter and district 
schools. Modeled on successful systems implemented in Denver and New Orleans, 

2. Center for Research on Education Outcomes. (2015). Urban charter school study report on 41 regions. Stanford, 
CA: Author. Retrieved from https://urbancharters.stanford.edu/download/Urban%20Charter%20School%20
Study%20Report%20on%2041%20Regions.pdf

https://urbancharters.stanford.edu/download/Urban%20Charter%20School%20Study%20Report%20on%2041%20Regions.pdf
https://urbancharters.stanford.edu/download/Urban%20Charter%20School%20Study%20Report%20on%2041%20Regions.pdf
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universal enrollment in Newark distinguishes itself by giving preferences to high- 
need and neighborhood students. 

 § Common school performance measures for charter and district schools. School 
“snapshots” or school scorecards on the district website provide a uniform standard 
for district and charter schools to measure and report student performance, allowing 
parents and families to make informed enrollment choices.

 § Increasing the number of high- quality district school choices. Through 
programmatic changes and implementation of a strategy to turn around the district’s 
lowest-performing schools—some by restarting them under the management of 
charter operators (known in Newark as “charter launches”)—the district is working 
to grow its portfolio of high- quality school options. 

 § Pushing charter schools to serve a larger share of hard- to- serve students and locate 
their schools in high- need neighborhoods. Through charter launches and attractive 
lease options for charter schools occupying district facilities, the district has tried to 
direct charter seat growth and policy in a way that aims to provide all families and 
students with equitable access to high- performing charter options. 

 § Rewarding high- performing teachers and removing low- performing teachers from 
classrooms. A new teacher contract incorporates a performance- based salary system 
aligned with a new teacher evaluation system, and promises to increase the number 
of high- quality teachers in the district’s classrooms while reducing the number of 
ineffective teachers over time.

 § Right- sizing the central office. Reductions in non- teaching staff hold potentially 
adverse economic effects on the broader Newark community but are unavoidable as the 
district, driven in part by lost revenue due to growth of the charter sector, looks to find 
savings in its budget. Recognizing these challenges, One Newark contemplates supports 
for displaced employees, including job retraining and continuing education. 

 § Improving district facilities. According to the district, Newark district school 
buildings require a billion- dollar investment to upgrade to 21st- century standards.3 
One Newark includes a comprehensive assessment of the use and quality of all of 
the district’s schools and details the condition of facilities and plans for future use, 
improvement, or divestment of school buildings. 

As reforms gain traction, their long- term impact will be easier to discern, but the district has 
experienced some early successes. Most Newark charter operators are participating in univer-
sal enrollment. Families participating in universal enrollment are overwhelmingly selecting the 
city’s high- performing schools, including charter schools and district magnets. Once controver-
sial, charter launches are underway, and charter operators generally expect encouraging results. 
Perhaps the greatest successes have resulted from another critical component of the One Newark 
plan: Rewarding high- performing teachers and removing low- performing teachers from classrooms 
through a new teacher contract and evaluation system.

3. In a December 2013 presentation on One Newark, district staff presented an estimate of $1.3 billion to bring 
all Newark school facilities up to 21st- century standards, and $600 million to $700 million to bring all schools 
to “district standards.” According to district officials, the School Development Authority committed $100 
million in 2013 to repair NPS buildings.
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Teacher effectiveness and new teacher contract
In one of its most significant achievements, the district developed and negotiated a new teacher 
contract, the first of its kind in New Jersey. Along with a new teacher evaluation system, the 
contract gives the district tools to improve teacher effectiveness. Applauded at ratification by 
district and national union leadership as a victory for teachers, the contract allows the district 
to financially reward high- performing teachers, remove the lowest- performing teachers from 
classrooms, and provide incentives and supports for less- effective teachers to improve. Early data 
indicate the contract is meeting its primary objective—giving the district a way to keep effective 
teachers. Between the 2013–14 and 2014–15 school years, 94 percent of teachers with the highest 
rating, and 92 percent of teachers with the second- highest rating, stayed with the district.4 And 
the district is steadily evaluating increasing numbers of teachers under the new evaluation system. 
In the year before implementation, only 77 percent of teachers received an annual observation. 
In 2013–14, 95 percent of teachers received an annual observation.5

Early lessons

Anderson executed a sweeping reform plan that, if successful, will achieve what the state has not 
been able to in 20 years of control. The combination of Anderson’s reform push and the presence 
of an expanding, high-performing charter sector makes Newark a real crucible of learning for 
the growing number of cities in a similar situation. It was in that spirit that Startup:Education 
asked Public Impact to undertake this objective, independent case study of Newark’s experience. 
In brief, here are some of the early, valuable lessons for Newark and other cities where the charter 
market share is high or growing.

A citywide perspective is essential. Historically, a city’s public school system is just the school 
district. In this context, planning for the future means planning the district’s future. But when 
multiple operators run public schools—the district plus numerous charter operators—it’s unclear 
whose job it is to take the citywide perspective and ensure that the evolving mix of schools serves 
all of the city’s children, and meets other city needs related to economic development, housing, 
and employment.

In Newark, the district is trying to improve itself while acting as an agent of a state administra-
tion that has openly fostered charter growth, partly because of the dire economic consequences 
to the city if the district fails. The conflict raises the question of whether a model for a broader 
governance system exists that does more than simply change who is in charge (such as the mayor 
or state), but takes the citywide view and allows charters and traditional schools to coexist; pro-
vides flexibility for the district to address the financial impacts of charter growth on its budget 
while protecting teacher quality; and creates incentives that drive school operators, district and 
charter, to contribute to citywide goals.

Aligned state and district policy is key. A common phrase in use in Newark and other cities with 
charter schools is “level playing field.” In creating a level field on which multiple school operators 
can play, state policy plays a key role. The Newark case highlights how critical alignment of state 
and district policy is to effective reform, on issues such as governance, authorizing, accountability, 
and teacher effectiveness. 

4. Newark Public Schools presentation to Foundation for Newark’s Future, October 31, 2014.
5. Newark Public Schools presentation to Foundation For Newark’s Future, October 30 2014.
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State and district policies related to teacher quality and seniority illustrate the point. In Newark, 
the district has aligned the design and implementation of a new teacher evaluation system with 
state legislation and guidelines on teacher evaluation, developed to improve teacher effectiveness. 
But a state law protecting public employees from dismissal based on seniority constrains the dis-
trict’s ability to remove teachers who have not demonstrated effectiveness. This ongoing payroll 
cost diverts funds that might otherwise be used to improve schools, reward effective teachers, 
and serve students, and is inconsistent with the state’s interest in district control.

The nature of alignment will, of course, vary depending on local factors, such as the number 
of charter authorizers and authority of local school boards. But state policies aligned with the 
mixed market of school operators can go a long way toward creating a playing field that works 
for students. 

Find a way to solve the community engagement conundrum. Strong leaders in the charter and 
district sectors are justifiably wary of  “community engagement” for its own sake. They make their 
educational advances by developing bold visions and pursuing them, not by constantly raising 
their fingers to the latest political wind—which usually leads only to inoffensive but incremen-
tal change. This is especially true because the “political wind” does not always blow naturally, 
but instead is often the product of well- funded efforts to undermine certain reforms, backed by 
highly skilled operatives with experience defending their own interests or otherwise maintaining 
the status quo. Any leaders pursuing bold reforms will find themselves embattled at times, and 
perhaps constantly. Change agents, whether they are charter school leaders or reform superin-
tendents, are right to be skeptical of vague calls for engagement. 

The Newark experience holds some important lessons about handling this challenge. First, trans-
parent, open dialogue is a necessary component of a community engagement strategy for bold 
leadership. Without it, those who oppose bold leaders score easy wins in the public debate, fan-
ning the flames that flare whenever change is introduced. But by itself, transparent dialogue is 
insufficient. Opponents of reform will not back off just because a reform leader communicates 
transparently. The notion that all would be well if everyone just aired their perspectives and 
shared information is naïve.

So in addition to taking the high road of transparency, reform leaders need complex public rela-
tions strategies that go beyond transparency, and both reach audiences beyond their traditional 
supporters and amplify the voices of their support base—such as often- silent parents who have 
exercised a choice for high- quality school options. And those strategies need to be as well- funded 
and well- planned as the more technical aspects of reform. In Newark, leaders from both the 
district and charter sectors have all experienced engagement missteps and have worked to adjust 
their communication strategies and reach audiences beyond their own. 

Second, credibility ultimately grows from long- standing, deep- seated relationships that accrue 
trust over time. When change agents, and funding for change, come from outside a city—as they 
often will in resource- strapped places that need change—it becomes all the more important for 
them to forge local alliances, build local talent, and tap into preexisting relationships. In Newark, 
some of the best outcomes have arisen when Newark Public Schools, the Newark Charter School 
Fund, and more recently, Foundation for Newark’s Future have successfully integrated national 
funding and talent into local efforts and institutions.

Pay deep attention to “the supply side.” As important as governance, policy, and engagement 
are to setting the context for educational improvement, no improvement happens without great 
schools. And great schools don’t happen without deep, sustained attention to cultivating the 
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supply lines that feed them: top- notch school operators, school leaders, and a pipeline of effective 
teachers. In Newark, and in many urban areas, one of the greatest needs is for school operators or 
school leaders capable of taking over management of failing schools and leading them effectively 
to high performance. City leaders had high hopes that existing charter organizations already 
operating in the city could provide that supply. But in reality, they can only provide so much. 
Their models may not be suited to whole- school turnarounds. Even if they are, these charter 
organizations do not have the capacity to meet the immense need. Cities with schools in  crisis, 
therefore, need ambitious, well- funded strategies to build the supply of turnaround- oriented 
school operators and leaders.

Newark holds other lessons as well, lessons we chronicle in the final section of this report. But 
first, we turn to the story of how one city responded to a growing, high-performing charter sector 
in an era of bold district reform.

e
x

ec
u

tiv
e Su

m
m

a
ry



13
iN

tro
d

u
c

tio
N

Early Lessons from Newark’s Experience with Charter SchoolsEarly Lessons from Newark’s Experience with Charter Schools

Introduction   

This is the story of a city where charter schools will soon serve 40 percent of its public 
school students. It is the story of a city in which parents hunger for school options, with 10,000 
students on charter school waiting lists in 2013, and more than half of participating parents of 
kindergarten through eighth- grade students choosing a charter school as their first choice in the 
2014 citywide enrollment process.1 

It is the story of a city where, inspired in part by the sense of possibility created by the success 
of a high- performing, fast- growing charter sector, philanthropic and bipartisan political leaders 
team up in an unprecedented effort not just to grow charters, but to transform the school dis-
trict itself through an ambitious reform agenda and ensure financially sustainable systemwide 
improvements.

It is the story of what happens when these two narratives flow together. It is the story of the 
opportunities that arise, for both the charter sector and the district. It is the story of how the 
district and charter sector are recognizing these opportunities, trying to address the accompa-
nying challenges, and, in the process, potentially redefining how the district and charter sector 
coexist within the same community. 

It is the story of Newark, New Jersey. But it is also a story that may be coming to a city near you. 
In 2012–13, 32 cities around the United States had 20 percent or more of their public school 
students enrolled in charter schools.2 By 2014–15, 43 districts around the United States had 20 
percent or more of their public school students enrolled in charter schools, and one city—New 
Orleans—had more than 90 percent in charters.3 And nine more cities that hadn’t yet met the 
20 percent mark still had charter enrollment growth rates above 20 percent. 

So whether you are a charter school leader, district leader, policymaker, or funder, what’s happen-
ing in Newark will likely be increasingly relevant.

A large and growing charter market share can be a boon for families, students, and teachers if, 
as in Newark, many of the schools in the charter sector are high- quality options. In contrast to 
cities with just a few great choices, increasing numbers of students have access to charter offerings. 
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Charter networks can create feeder patterns, making it possible for students to stay with them 
from pre- K through high school. School operators can also achieve economies of scale as they 
serve ever- larger numbers of students.

Yet the growing market share also presents challenges. When charter schools are just a small “bou-
tique” segment of the education market, the system can absorb them relatively easily. Districts 
will likely still feel some strain, but the fiscal impact of charters at a small scale is minuscule in 
the context of a city school system’s budget. Charter schools may struggle to find affordable space, 
but most cities have buildings for five or 10 schools. Even if charters serve only one student niche, 
not representative of the overall population, that is acceptable—what boutiques do by definition. 
Families can navigate a system with this level of choice—with likely only a few great options in 
the mix of charters and traditional schools.

But when charter schools become 30 or 40 percent of a public school market, or more, the situ-
ation tips. The district, likely already struggling in many ways, may face bankruptcy as revenues 
follow students to charter schools, forcing the district to reduce its infrastructure. The district 
may face some severe constraints in its effort to adjust—hemmed in by preexisting contracts, state 
policies that limit effectiveness- based teacher layoffs, and community opposition to downsizing 
a jobs- providing central office. Charter schools do not typically view it as “their job” to worry 
about these issues, and so they plan and execute their growth without regard to its effect on the 
district or its staff.

Meanwhile, charters burst at the seams of available buildings, perhaps while district buildings 
stand increasingly underutilized. The significance of serving a non- representative population 
magnifies, as disadvantaged and other harder- to- educate students make up an increasingly large 
percentage of the district’s student body. For parents, everything from the choice process to man-
aging transportation becomes complex and challenging.

Some readers may regard cities like this as travelers embarking on an exciting journey, an untrav-
eled road that presents myriad opportunities for reimagining district schools, the role of the 
district, and the role of the charter school sector. Others may more readily recognize the con-
comitant challenges and obstacles along the way. But all should agree: No roadmap exists for this 
terrain. Cities on the leading edge are pioneers of something new. They have a lot to learn from 
one another, and the next wave of pioneers will find much to learn from all of them. 
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A Growing,  
High-Performing Charter Sector   

Newark has one of the nation’s highest and fastest- growing charter school market 
shares. The percentage of all Newark public school students attending charter schools is expected 
to grow to nearly 40 percent by 2018–19, from 6 percent in 2004–05.4 In the 2014–15 school year, 
27 percent of all Newark students attended charter schools, or about 13,083 students versus 36,370 
in traditional schools (see Figure 1, page 17).5 Since 2004, charter school enrollment has increased 
362 percent, while enrollment in district schools declined 13 percent. In 2012–13, driven by parent 
demand, Newark’s charter growth rate was the third- highest in the nation in percentage terms. 
In December 2013, approximately 10,000 families were on charter school waiting lists.6 Forty 
percent of families from Newark’s South Ward, one of the city’s poorest, majority- minority com-
munities applied for charter seats in fall 2013.7 And when Newark moved to a new citywide, joint 
district and charter enrollment system in 2014, more than half of families chose charters for their 
pre- K–8 students; of the 12 pre- K–8 schools listed as top choices, five were charters. Demand for 
charters was part of a wider interest in schools of choice, with district magnet schools making 
up six of the top 12 high schools listed as families’ first choices, and 56 percent of high school 
applicants selecting magnets as their first choice. 

Historical context

Like other U.S. cities in the 20th century, Newark has been in decline. Its manufacturing base 
began to erode in the 1930s and never recovered. Federal redlining policies and the construction 
of interstates connecting the city to suburbs aided middle- class flight out. While the city’s over-
all population decreased dramatically from the 1950s to the 2000s, the population of black and 
Hispanic inhabitants grew to give the city a minority- majority population. With the declining 
economic base, poverty grew. Unrest in the city made national headlines in the 1960s. Today, 
nearly a third of the city’s population lives below the federal poverty line, and more than 80 
percent of students in Newark’s public schools, both charter and district, qualify for free and 
reduced- price lunch. Discontent grew as well. The black community expressed grievances over a 
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lack of housing, employment, and educational opportunities, and political disenfranchisement 
that erupted in five days of deadly rioting in 1967.8

The school system’s decline mirrored the city’s. Political patronage in the schools reflected a cul-
ture of political corruption that has dominated city politics since the 1950s.9 Severe mismanage-
ment of the district ultimately led to state takeover of the district in 1995. But despite nearly 20 
years of state control and an almost billion- dollar annual budget, Newark Public Schools gradu-
ated just over half its seniors in 2009. 

Against this backdrop, Newark families with the wherewithal to seek better options for their 
children began seeking education alternatives. 

New Jersey first enacted charter legislation in 1995.10 The state’s sole charter authorizer, the New 
Jersey Department of Education, approved Newark’s first charter schools in 1997. The Newark 
charter sector grew slowly but steadily, with 10 charter schools by 2004. As Newark mayor, Cory 
Booker worked to increase high- performing charter operators in Newark. During his two terms 
as mayor, the number of charter school seats more than doubled, and two high- performing char-
ter management operators successfully won state approval to increase the enrollment approved 
in their charter agreements. 

Timeline
1995–2014 Newark Milestones

1995 New Jersey enacts Charter School Program Act authorizing charter schools 

1997 First charter schools open in Newark

2006 Cory Booker (D) is elected mayor of Newark

2008 Newark Charter School Fund (NCSF) is established

2010
Facebook CEO Mark Zuckerberg launches Startup:Education and directs a $100 million 
education challenge grant to Newark; Foundation for Newark’s Future is established

2011
New Jersey Gov. Chris Christie (R) appoints Cami Anderson as superintendent of 
Newark Public Schools (NPS)

2011 NCSF finalizes the Newark Charter Compact

2012
August—New teacher evaluation system implemented district- wide 
November—Newark Teachers Union ratifies new teacher contract

2012
July—New Jersey adopts new charter performance frameworks
November—CREDO releases New Jersey schools performance report showing strong 
charter school academic performance compared with district schools

2013 NPS releases One Newark Plan 

2014

“Universal enrollment” implemented; 88 percent of students matched to a school in  
first of two rounds
Three charter launches, district schools turned over to charter operators, TEAM,  
North Star Academy, and Newark Legacy, open in Newark’s South Ward

2015

March—CREDO releases study of urban charters schools in 41 regions and cites Newark 
as having the second- highest- performing charter sector, based on charter students’ high 
growth rates in reading and math relative to similar students in district schools
July—Cami Anderson resigns as superintendent of Newark Public Schools, replaced by 
former N.J. Commissioner of Education Chris Cerf
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Figure 1

NPS District Schools and NPS Charter Schools Student Enrollment 2004–2014

Source: NJ Department of Education, Fall Enrollment Survey Collection data file. Retrieved from:  
http://www.state.nj.us/education/data/enr/. Fall enrollment for October 2014 provided by NJDOE Office of Finance. 

Philanthropic support

Local educators founded the early Newark charter schools, supported by individual fundraising 
and Newark foundations. Funding both independent charter operators and charter management 
organizations (CMOs) TEAM (now called KIPP NJ) and North Star Academy, local foundations 
largely provided support for facilities acquisition.11 Support from local funders stayed strong even 
as national funders began making significant investments in growing the Newark charter sector. 

In 2008, the Newark Charter School Fund (NCSF) opened to support the growth and expansion 
of high- performing charter schools in Newark (see “Newark Charter School Fund,” page 18). 
The Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, the Doris & Donald Fisher Fund, the Walton Family 
Foundation, and the Robertson Foundation—all charter funders and supporters of district 
reform—were joined by a group of local funders in supporting NCSF: the Victoria, Prudential, 
MCJ Amelior, and GEM foundations. 

Additional financial support came in 2010 with a $100 million challenge grant from Facebook 
founder Mark Zuckerberg. Intended to support education reform throughout the district, the 
Zuckerberg grant funds are distributed through the Newark Charter School Fund, NewSchools 
Venture Fund, and Foundation for Newark’s Future, established in 2010 to distribute Zuckerberg 
and matching grant funds. Together, about 25 percent of the overall funds are expected to be 
invested in the charter sector through the NCSF and NewSchools (see “Philanthropic Support 
for Education Reform,” page 18).

With increased financial support from national and local funders, Newark grew to 40 charter 
school campuses in the 2014–15 school year (see Figure 2, page 19). Independent charter schools 
continued to open, but two CMOs, North Star and TEAM, drove much of the charter growth. 
North Star, founded in 1997, began as an independent charter school supported by local funders; 
in 2005, it became part of the Uncommon Schools CMO and operated 10 Newark schools in 

http://www.state.nj.us/education/data/enr/


18

a
 G

r
o

w
iN

G
, H

iG
H

-Per
Fo

r
m

iN
G

 c
H

a
rter

 Sec
to

r

Early Lessons from Newark’s Experience with Charter Schools

Philanthropic Support for Education Reform

Newark has benefitted from significant infusions of philanthropic funding intended to improve educational opportu-
nities for Newark students.

Newark Charter School Fund
The Newark Charter School Fund was established with a long- term strategy to support the growth of high- performing 
charter schools in Newark. In its first phase of funding, NCSF launched a multiyear plan that focused early efforts 
on increasing the number of quality charter seats, turning around low- performing charter schools, identifying and 
creating a supply of effective charter school teachers and leaders, and strengthening the state charter authorization 
process. NCSF also provided and continues to provide direct financial aid and technical assistance, especially to charter 
operators who need help addressing operational responsibilities. This support is directed especially to independent 
charter schools in Newark that lack the resources and size of such CMOs as TEAM and North Star. NCSF’s “Phase II” 
funding focus is to increase the number of charter seats in the city; continue to build a quality charter sector; advocate 
for charter school needs, such as facilities; and collaborate with the district on initiatives such as universal enrollment.

The Zuckerberg Challenge 
In September 2010, Facebook founder and CEO Mark Zuckerberg launched Startup:Education Foundation and through 
it directed a $100 million dollar- for- dollar education challenge grant to Newark. The Zuckerberg commitment, which 
stemmed from an alliance he forged with the Democratic mayor at the time, Cory Booker (now U.S. senator) and New 
Jersey’s Republican Governor Chris Christie, was designed to improve Newark schools, increase access for all students 
to a high-quality education, and position Newark as a model of education reform for other cities. Contingent on New-
ark raising $100 million in matching grants, the Zuckerberg grant was immediately matched by $40 million in pledges 
from leading national philanthropists, including the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, John Doerr, Goldman Sachs, and 
Bill Ackman, who through Pershing Square Foundation committed $25 million, the second- largest grant ever awarded 
to Newark. The balance of matching funds was pledged by local and other foundations and individual funders over 
the next four years. Observers perceived the $200 million as a game- changer not only for the charter sector, but also 
the district and city as a whole. 

Foundation for Newark’s Future
Shortly after the announcement of the Zuckerberg grant, Foundation for Newark’s Future (FNF) formed to help allocate 
much of Startup:Education’s funds and the matching grants pledged primarily by local and national foundations and 
individual funders. (FNF has also counted grants allocated directly by other funders against the match requirement, 
but only if aligned with FNF’s strategic priorities and other criteria. By late 2014, the $100 million match was complete.) 
Within a five- year lifespan, the foundation’s charge was to improve education outcomes for all Newark schoolchildren 
through rapid, systemwide reform. FNF is currently focused on K–12 district and charter school work, community 
engagement, and early childhood education. To date, FNF has invested in reforms in these areas as promising initia-
tives have developed. Its largest allocation has been a grant of nearly $50 million to Newark Public Schools in 2012 
for a groundbreaking teacher contract designed to improve the teaching force through higher base salaries, annual 
performance- based raises and bonuses, school flexibility for turnarounds, and retroactive raises pursuant to a new 
teacher salary schedule.

Foundation for Newark’s Future (led by Pershing Square Foundation) joined the funders of Newark Charter School 
Fund in its second fund, as did Startup:Education, which also allocated significant funds for charters and innovation 
through NewSchools Venture Fund. About 25 percent of the overall $200 million is expected to be invested in the char-
ter sector, matching charter schools’ 25 percent share of NPS enrollment in 2013–14. These funds have been allocated 
primarily through Newark Charter School Fund and NewSchools Venture Fund. 
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2013–14. TEAM, which operates schools in Camden and Newark that are part of the national 
KIPP network, opened its first Newark school in 2002 with national and local philanthropic 
support, and operated eight Newark schools in 2013–14. During this expansion of mostly 
high- quality charters, accountability and oversight improved,12 with the state closing two low- 
performing Newark charter schools.13 
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Figure 2

Number of Charter Schools in Newark 2004–5 to 2014–15

Source: NJDOE Enrollment data files. Retrieved from http://www.state.nj.us/education/data/enr/.
Number of Newark Charter Schools 2004–2014 provided by New Jersey Charter School Association.
Number of Newark charter schools in 2014–15 provided by NCSF, March 2015.
Note: In the school year 2014–15, 20 charter school operators manage 36 charter schools at 40 campuses in Newark.

Charter school performance

Although performance varies, charter schools have on average consistently outperformed dis-
trict schools. The New Jersey Department of Education conducts an annual peer school analysis 
for all public schools in the state, comparing the performance of each school with a group of 
“peer schools” drawn from across New Jersey. The peer schools share similar grade configurations 
and percentages of students eligible for free or reduced- price lunch, special education, and lim-
ited English proficiency programs. On the following page, figures 3a and 3b illustrate the strong 
 academic performance and growth of Newark charter schools relative to New Jersey peer schools: 
Almost all the charter schools outperform at least half of their peers, and many perform at the 
top of their peer group. 

A March 2015 study by Stanford University’s Center for Research on Education Outcomes 
(CREDO) compared performance data of charter school students and their traditional school 
peers from 2006–12. It concluded that charter students in Newark gain, on average, 5.5 months 
more of learning per year in math, and 5.1 months more in reading, than similar students (see 
Figure 4, page 21).14 Compared with other communities with a large charter school market share, 
only Boston charter schools exceed the performance of traditional peers to a greater degree than 
Newark charter schools. 

http://www.state.nj.us/education/data/enr/
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Figure 3a

Percentage of New Jersey Peer Group Schools Outperformed in Academic Achievement by  
Newark Charter Schools 2013–2014
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Figure 3b

Percentage of New Jersey Peer Group Schools Outperformed in Student Growth by  
Newark Charter Schools 2013–2014
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Source for figures 3a and 3b: New Jersey Department of Education.  2013–14 School Performance Reports.  
Retrieved from http://education.state.nj.us/pr/.
Notes: 
1.  Peer group schools are drawn from across New Jersey and represent schools that share similar grade configurations and similar  

numbers of students enrolled in Free/Reduced Lunch, Limited English Proficiency or Special Education Programs.
2. Data is not available for the following schools: Newark Prep, People’s Prep, Paulo Freire, Roseville and Phillips.

http://education.state.nj.us/pr/
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Figure 4

Impact of Charter School Enrollment on Annual Learning Gains  
Relative to Average Achievement of All Schools in Region
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Sources: 
NACSA. A Growing Movement: America’s Largest Charter School Communities, December 2014.
http://www.publiccharters.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/12/2014_Enrollment_Share_FINAL.pdf.
CREDO. Urban Charter School Study Report on 41 Regions, March 2015.
Notes:
1. Data was analyzed in standard deviations of growth and converted into gains in months which can be imprecise.
2.  Charter school gains were calculated by matching each charter school student with up to seven traditional public 

school students based on prior test scores and demographic characteristics.
3.  Data was collected over six school years from 2006–07 to 2011–12.  

http://urbancharters.stanford.edu/download/Urban%20Charter%20School%20Study%20Report%20on%2041%20
Regions.pdf

http://www.publiccharters.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/12/2014_Enrollment_Share_FINAL.pdf
http://urbancharters.stanford.edu/download/Urban%20Charter%20School%20Study%20Report%20on%2041%20Regions.pdf
http://urbancharters.stanford.edu/download/Urban%20Charter%20School%20Study%20Report%20on%2041%20Regions.pdf
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The Impact of a Charter Sector at Scale   

Nine new charter schools opened between the 2011–12 and 2014–15 school years. 
Though cautious about growing too quickly to maintain their quality, TEAM and North Star 
received state approval to double the enrollment numbers granted in their original charters. 

As the charter sector grew, NCSF initiated community advisory meetings for charter school 
leaders to come together and discuss issues relevant to the growing charter sector, including:

nn Equitable access to charter schools for all students

nn Transparency 

nn Accountability

nn Collaboration with the school district 

These discussions led to a 2011 compact among Newark charter schools outlining certain prin-
ciples to which charter schools would adhere, including serving all students fairly, and shar-
ing and reporting enrollment and performance data transparently (see “Charter Compact,” 
page 24). Some funders, including NCSF, pledged not to support charters that fail to sign on to 
the compact.

At the same time, Newark Public Schools (NPS) struggled to address the economic impacts of 
an expanding charter sector. Under state control since 1995, the district had been unable to stem 
its decline under several state- appointed superintendents, mostly administrators from outside 
Newark. By 2011–12, per- pupil spending was high ($23,160 per student),15 but student perfor-
mance and graduation rates remained disappointingly low. 

The plan to invest $200 million in Newark education reform spurred hopes of quick district- wide 
change. But early reforms were slowed in part by the need to identify a new superintendent. In 
May 2011, eight months after the grants from Zuckerberg and other lead funders were announced, 
Governor Chris Christie appointed Cami Anderson to the job. 
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District in crisis

Anderson initiated dramatic change in her first year (see “The Anderson Administration: Five 
Pillars of Reform,” page 26). Executing on an immediate goal of closing low- performing schools, 
and faced with an inherited, ongoing budget shortage (a $42.2 million budget gap was projected 
for 2014–1516), Anderson closed and consolidated the district’s lowest- performing schools, hired 
17 new principals, discharged district staff in 2011–12, negotiated a new teacher contract, and 
moved to streamline district office operations and strategic planning. 

She also commissioned a series of studies which, according to district documents, revealed some 
key findings:

Charter Compact

“The vision for Newark charter schools is to expand the portfolio of high- quality public school options for Newark 
students and families . . . fulfilling their mission to educate all students in the most equitable manner possible.”  *

Initiated and driven by Newark Charter School Fund, the Compact for Newark Charter Schools helps to establish clear 
public expectations of charter schools that may dispel some suspicions of unfair charter recruitment practices, noted 
several people interviewed for this case study. Finalized in September 2011, the Charter Compact encourages charter 
schools to commit to work individually and collaboratively to provide a high- quality education for all Newark students. 
Its three main components call for Newark charter schools to serve students equitably, share data transparently, and 
collaborate with other Newark charter schools and Newark Public Schools. Of the 20 charter school operators running 
40 school campuses open in Newark in 2014–15, 17 operators representing 37 school campuses have signed on to the 
compact. Three independent charter schools did not sign. 

By signing the compact, charter schools commit to work individually and with NPS and other charters to keep the 
educational focus on high- quality schools and parental choice, and to steer community dialogue away from charter- 
district competition. Collaboration is key to improving education for all students—for example, by locating new schools 
in high- need areas and by sharing successful practices. 

The compact also aims to improve equitable access in charter schools. Schools agree to improve transparency by 
posting enrollment data on their websites and providing data to the public regarding student subgroup populations, 
including English learners, students with disabilities, and students receiving free and reduced- price lunch. Charter 
Compact members must also communicate clearly to the Newark community that these student groups are served 
within their schools. Schools agree to recruit students openly and inclusively and to make no pre- application require-
ments. For example, charter schools may no longer require parents of prospective students to attend information 
sessions.

Some people interviewed for this case study also suggested that the compact enhanced relationships among charter 
schools and between the charter sector and the district, albeit in varying degrees among the charter schools. For 
example, district principals now participate in local and national professional development from Uncommon Schools, 
and the majority of charter schools participate in universal enrollment. 

Sources: http://ncsfund.org/what-we-do/projects/compact-for-newark-charter-schools; http://ncsfund.org/schools; and  
Newark Charter School Fund. (n.d.) Compact for Newark charter schools. *Retrieved from http://www.nj.gov/education/chartsch/
equity/NewarkCharterCompact.pdf. 

http://ncsfund.org/what-we-do/projects/compact-for-newark-charter-schools
http://ncsfund.org/schools
http://www.nj.gov/education/chartsch/equity/NewarkCharterCompact.pdf
http://www.nj.gov/education/chartsch/equity/NewarkCharterCompact.pdf
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nn In 2011–12, less than 50 percent of third- graders and just over 60 percent of eighth- 
graders in district schools were on grade level in language arts and literacy. Less than 
30 percent of NPS students were on track for college readiness when they completed 
eighth grade.17 

nn In 2010–11, only 14 percent of all K–8 charter and district seats were “high- quality,” 
and more than 95 percent of these high- quality seats served relatively less- needy 
students.18 

nn Greater charter school enrollment would mean higher payments to charter schools. 
In 2010–11, $92 million—12 percent—of the general fund went to charters; in 
2014–15, that is predicted to increase to $200.5 million—30 percent —of the general 
fund, roughly in line with charter school student enrollment.19

nn Assessment of district facilities indicated that NPS would have to invest $600 
million to $1.3 billion to bring all school facilities up to modern standards.20

Based on extensive research and analysis of the state of the district, Anderson developed a theory 
of change for NPS which she introduced early in 2012. Over the next year, her plan for the dis-
trict solidified. In April 2013, she announced the “One Newark” plan, her strategy for creating 
quality schools across the city and providing every student with an equal choice for an excellent 
education through district school improvement and moderate charter school growth. 

Issues raised by large market share for charters

Anderson’s One Newark plan hinged in part on defining and launching what she called Charter 
3.0, a “next generation district-charter partnership for shared space, collaboration, and centralized 
enrollment.” 21 One Newark elevates the kinds of challenges that all communities with growing 
charter sectors will face as the charter sector reaches a significant market share. These issues 
include:

nn Unequal access to high- quality public school options 

nn Lack of common yardsticks for all public schools

nn Inadequate and unaffordable facilities

nn The difficulty of guaranteeing teacher effectiveness in a seniority- based system

nn Negative effects of declining enrollment on the economy

Unequal access to high- quality public school options
Traditionally, Newark district schools have served a higher proportion than charter schools of 
student subgroups with special needs, such as students with disabilities and English language 
learners (see Figure 5, page 27). Although many Newark charter schools profess a commitment 
to serving all students, and conduct open and random enrollment lotteries, critics have accused 
some charter schools of practices that result in higher- performing students enrolling and remain-
ing in charter schools. Critics allege that these practices include “creaming” through overt prac-
tices such as expelling difficult students, and covert selection practices such as administering 
pre- enrollment examinations, requiring parents to attend lengthy pre- application meetings, and 
discouraging certain high- need students from applying. The Anderson administration did not 
place much stock in the “creaming” accusation. Instead, officials pointed to the “chooser effect,” 
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whereby families with greater capacity to navigate a lottery- based enrollment system have better 
options than less- equipped families, resulting in a charter population that has more advantages 
than the remaining NPS student body. 

As previously discussed, while the charter sector has committed to improving equitable access 
(see “Charter Compact,” page 24), Anderson called on high- performing charter schools in par-
ticular to serve more students with the highest needs, including special education and English 
learners, and on the state to increase charter school accountability for serving high- need popu-
lations through performance contracts or metrics. Given charter schools’ autonomy and ability 
to innovate, Anderson asserted that they could lead the way in serving special student subgroup 
populations effectively, as the number of students attending them grows.

The Anderson Administration: Five Pillars of Reform

Authors’ note: This description was submitted by Newark Public Schools in spring 2015   for purposes of inclusion in  
this report.

Just over a year into her leadership, Anderson set forth an ambitious theory of change centered around five pillars: 
develop effective professionals in every classroom; cultivate transformational school leaders; re- imagine NPS as a 
service- oriented team; engage and involve stakeholders to contribute to college- readiness; and provide top- tier school 
options for all students. In just one year, Anderson initiated dramatic change:

1. Develop effective professionals in every classroom: In partnership with Student Achievement 
Partners, NPS launched a new Framework for Effective Teaching developed in partnership with TNTP 
that not only focuses on student mastery of the Common Core but also personalization, social and 
emotional learning, and the use of technology. 

2. Cultivate transformational school leaders: A new Framework for Effective Leadership focuses on 
breakthrough results as well as student and family support and operational excellence. Newly- hired 
Network Teams are organized around school type and principal needs in terms of coaching and support, 
and principal satisfaction is at an all- time high. 

3. Re- imagine NPS as a service- oriented team: NPS hired a Chief Family and Community Engagement 
Officer, a Chief Talent Officer, and a Chief Strategy and Innovation Officer — along with key members of 
their team—reflecting our theory of change. At the same time, NPS moved to a weighted student funding 
formula to put money in the hands of school leaders and increase their flexibility to make decisions. 

4. Engage and involve stakeholders to contribute to college- readiness: NPS hosts monthly roundtables 
and frequent informal meetings with key constituents. A community- wide initiative is focused on 
student attendance and has rallied the city around a common goal: to decrease absenteeism by 50 
percent. A newly- launched “one- stop” call center provides streamlined support for families and 
stakeholders. 

5. Provide top- tier school options for all students: NPS opened seven new schools in two years—from 
model daycare centers to single gender schools to support the diverse learning needs of all of NPS’ 
students. A strong alignment between the district, state, city, union, and philanthropic community has 
opened up possibilities for delivering on reform goals. 
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Figure 5

Enrollment in Newark District Schools and Newark Charter Schools 2013–14

Source: Newark Public Schools. 2013–14 Enrollment data file. Available: http://www.state.nj.us/education/data/enr/
enr14/stat_doc.htm
SPED students data source: 2015 Newark Kids Count, Kids Count. Available: http://acnj.org/downloads/2015_03_10_
newark_kids_count.pdf

Lack of common yardsticks for all public schools
Anderson posited that holding schools equally accountable for both performance and provid-
ing equitable access was not possible unless charter and district schools were “measured by the 
same yardstick.” The state’s annual school performance report uses consistent performance mea-
sures for charter and district schools, but the district wanted to see data regarding retention, 
disciplinary expulsions, backfilling of vacated seats, and other enrollment data disaggregated 
by school, and policies consistently reported among all district and charter schools so that data 
comparisons are more meaningful.

Inadequate and unaffordable facilities
Getting appropriate and affordable facilities remains a challenge in Newark for all schools, district 
and charter. During interviews with NPS staff, and CMO and independent charter leaders, all 
cited challenges in securing or maintaining quality facilities and finding adequate facilities funding. 

As in other cities, the district controls a wealth of facilities suitable for use as schools and has 
extra space created by declining enrollment due to charter school growth. But many are old and 
dilapidated, and, according to the district, would require a billion- dollar investment to upgrade 
to 21st- century standards.22 The sale of facilities could help finance improvements and renovations 
to buildings housing traditional schools, but barriers discussed below make this difficult. 

Like charter schools everywhere, charters in Newark struggle to find affordable space to expand. 
Traditionally, charter schools have opened where facilities are available—leading in Newark to 
three- quarters of charter schools locating in the Central and West wards. Some children in neigh-
borhoods with the highest demand for high- quality seats are traveling to charter schools far 
from their homes to reach the high- performing options. Most of the charter leaders interviewed 

http://www.state.nj.us/education/data/enr/enr14/stat_doc.htm
http://www.state.nj.us/education/data/enr/enr14/stat_doc.htm
http://acnj.org/downloads/2015_03_10_newark_kids_count.pdf
http://acnj.org/downloads/2015_03_10_newark_kids_count.pdf
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expressed a desire to go where they are needed, but cited the challenge of finding affordable and 
suitable facilities in those neighborhoods.

Further, Newark charter schools do not receive facilities funding. Facilities financing is often an 
expense that must come out of the per- pupil revenue that charter schools receive. However, char-
ter operators potentially have access to more flexible facilities funding sources than the district, 
allowing them to upgrade buildings they occupy. In theory, given underutilization of district 
facilities, charter schools could purchase district buildings and finance renovations.

But several barriers impede this seemingly simple exchange of resources. The state’s 2014–15 
Appropriations Act23 reduces the amount of state funds provided to the district by the amount of 
proceeds received from sale of surplus district property,24 creating a disincentive for the district to 
sell school facilities, even if unused. And because of the poor condition of district facilities, steep 
renovation costs can far exceed what charters typically pay to purchase or lease other buildings. 
For independent charter schools, facilities financing can be more challenging than for CMOs. 
Some independent charters say that CMOs enjoy distinct advantages not available to independent 
operators. But in Newark, NCSF efforts to provide facilities support for independent charter 
operators has helped them expand or open new schools. 

“Teachers Village” in the heart of downtown has benefitted independent charter operators and 
CMOs relatively equally. This $150 million development project—financed through private 
investments and state and federal tax credits, qualified school construction bonds, and other 
state funding—includes three charter schools (run by two independent operators and TEAM), 
apartments earmarked for Newark teachers, and retail outlets. 

While a boon to the city’s downtown revitalization efforts and the growing charter sector’s 
need for space, the location of Teachers Village did not address the need for high- quality charter 
schools in neighborhoods that lack high- quality schools. Individual charter operators choose 
locations based on numerous factors, but they do not need to consider the citywide perspective 
of ensuring coverage of neighborhoods with high- quality choices. The result has been a mismatch 
between student need and the location of schools addressing those needs. 

The difficulty of guaranteeing teacher effectiveness in a seniority- based system
High- quality schools require strong teachers leading every classroom. But as charter school enroll-
ment has increased, the district has lost revenue to charter schools even though the district’s 
funding has remained relatively flat for the past five years.25 To reduce spending and help balance 
its budget, the district has “repurposed” schools26 and reduced the number of district employees. 
Ideally the district would retain its most effective teachers while laying off less- effective educators. 
The district would shrink, but see teacher effectiveness rise over time. However, seniority rules 
encoded in state statutes dictate that those hired last are laid off first, regardless of effectiveness. 
This “last in, first out” (LIFO) policy means the most junior teachers—rather than the least effec-
tive—must lose their jobs first. In order to retain the district’s most effective junior teachers, the 
district has kept both them and more senior, less- effective teachers on the payroll at significant 
expense to the district. Anderson argued that charter advocates need to consider this reality when 
they call for continued charter growth. For their part, some charter advocates told us that while 
they supported an end to LIFO policies, it is not their problem to solve.

Negative effects of declining enrollment on the economy
Restricted in its ability to reduce the teacher workforce commensurately with enrollment 
decline, NPS had to look elsewhere for savings. The natural target is the school system’s central 
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office—but reducing staff here creates other challenges. Anderson said that the majority of NPS 
non- managerial central office staff live in Newark and earn less, on average, than NPS teach-
ers. Because the district is one of Newark’s largest employers, right- sizing the district budget by 
downsizing central office staff would increase the city’s unemployment rate. In addition to general 
adverse economic effects, research shows that parental unemployment hurts student performance. 
Anderson argued that as its market share grows, the charter sector has a responsibility to be con-
cerned about the impact a shrinking school district may have on the economic fortunes of the 
city and the families of schoolchildren. 
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The Anderson Administration Response   

Recognizing the challenges presented by a rapidly expanding charter sector, the 
potential destabilizing effect on the district, and the concomitant need to improve traditional dis-
trict school options, Anderson’s administration aggressively pursued multifaceted, whole-district 
reforms. At the same time, Anderson proceeded to shape charter school policy in the city. The 
strategy was complex: trying to direct charter seat growth and charter policy in a way that aimed 
to provide all families and students with equitable access to high-performing charter options 
and allow the district to remain viable enough to offer high-performing traditional options. All 
of these reform initiatives were in the early stages of development at the time of this writing and 
had met with various implementation challenges. Time will reveal the successes, opportunities, 
and challenges of each. Here, we describe the progress made to date as of winter 2015. 

One Newark

One Newark is NPS’s comprehensive plan for reorganizing the district and providing a structure 
for it and charters to give students access to “100 Excellent Schools” and ensure they graduate 
ready for college or career. Based on a systemic analysis of performance data, enrollment and 
population trend data, data relating to families’ needs and demands, and projections of building 
deterioration, One Newark’s signature elements provide for:

nn a common enrollment system

nn a common “yardstick” for evaluating school quality

nn a highly effective teaching force

nn efficient use of district buildings

nn turnaround of low- performing schools, and 

nn growth of charter schools in neighborhoods with the greatest need for  
high- quality schools.
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Common enrollment system
Universal enrollment, the common application and enrollment plan implemented in spring 2014, 
aims to increase access and equity by eliminating individual charter school lotteries and provid-
ing a one- stop opportunity for parents to apply for enrollment in charter and district schools, 
even schools outside their neighborhoods (see “Universal Enrollment”). A computer algorithm 
matches students to one of up to eight school choices, which the student ranks in order of pref-
erence. Newark modeled this on successful systems in Denver and New Orleans, but universal 
enrollment in Newark has some important differences—especially in giving priority to students 
in need of additional support, such as students with individualized education plans or those who 
are eligible for free lunch. 

In August 2013, NPS convened a committee of district and charter school representatives known as 
the “Policy Design Committee” to design the universal enrollment system. At that time, 85 percent 

Universal Enrollment

The One Newark district- wide reorganization and reform plan provides for a universal enrollment system, “One Newark 
Enrolls,” intended to:

 § Improve equitable access to charter and district schools

 § Increase the number of high- needs students served by charter schools

 § Minimize enrollment distinctions between district and charter schools

 § Simplify and streamline the application process for families 

Under the universal enrollment system, families rank their preferences for up to eight district and charter schools. 
All students in the final grade at their current school and needing a seat at a new school in the coming school year are 
asked to participate, along with students who are new to the district, or entering school for the first time. Students 
who are in non- transitional grades and wish to remain at their current school do not need to take part—assuming those 
grades will still be available at their schools under the One Newark plan. Students in non- transitional grades can opt 
to transfer to alternative schools if they wish. The application can be submitted on paper or online.

A complex computer algorithm matches students to schools, giving preference to high- need students, such as those 
in high poverty, students with disabilities, English language learners, and over- age and under- credited students, as 
well as siblings and students living close to their chosen neighborhood schools.

Results from the first round of universal enrollment were announced in May 2014. According to the district, 88 percent 
of students were matched with a school, with 64 percent of those who were newly matched receiving one of their top 
three choices, and 71 percent receiving one of their top five choices. 

Results from the second round of universal enrollment were announced in July. According to the district, 85 percent 
of students were matched with a school, with 58 percent of those who were newly matched receiving one of their top 
three choices and 64 percent receiving one of their top five choices.

A total of 15,253 applicants participated in the first two rounds of One Newark Enrolls. 

Source: http://newarkenrolls.org/wp- content/uploads/2015/01/SchoolGuidebook2015.pdf; enrollment data provided by 
Newark Public Schools.

http://newarkenrolls.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/01/SchoolGuidebook2015.pdf
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of Newark charters, including the high- performing TEAM (KIPP) and North Star (Uncommon 
Schools) CMOs, signed a two- part memorandum of understanding (MOU) with the district out-
lining implementation details for 2013–14. As of 2015, only six charter schools do not participate 
in universal enrollment. 

Generally, both the district and charter sector share a common desire to give all Newark stu-
dents equitable access to charter schools. Interviews with members of the charter sector suggest 
a continuum of factors that motivated charter operators to participate in universal enrollment. 
Some interviewees expressed concerns that the universal system would run afoul of the state’s 
required random lotteries for charter schools, or would constrict parents’ ability to apply directly 
to charter schools. But universal enrollment presented an opportunity for the charter sector to 
dispel charges of employing selective enrollment practices. Some charter operators also saw an 
opportunity to gain not only the district’s goodwill, but access to needed facilities as well. 

In the 2014–15 rollout, interviewees for this study reported certain implementation challenges, 
including delays in releasing applications and announcing match results, and insufficient planning 
for transportation for students to schools outside of their neighborhoods. Universal enrollment 
also changed the way charter schools were notified about student transfers and resulted in con-
fusion when a student left a charter school to attend another school. But the waiting list process 
presented perhaps the most significant anxieties for charter operators. As the administrator of a 
common and centralized enrollment system, the district now controlled waiting lists, something 
charter schools historically did through their independent enrollment lotteries. Some charter 
operators experienced delays in receiving names off their schools’ waiting list prior to the fall 
enrollment count date. The Policy Design Committee worked through 2014–15 to address these 
issues before the 2015–16 universal enrollment process. 

Other challenges remain for universal enrollment. Presently, charter school participation in uni-
versal enrollment is on a year- to- year basis. The charter operators that originally participated 
in universal enrollment signed a new MOU governing universal enrollment for 2015–16. No 
additional charter operators agreed to participate. Prior to implementation, the charter sector 
and district had discussed having a neutral third party administer the system. Lacking an orga-
nization in Newark with clear capacity to undertake administration and seeing it as within their 
purview, NPS assumed the role. The charter sector remains highly interested in a third- party 
administrator. 

District officials expressed concern about charter schools disproportionately expelling low- 
performing or otherwise challenging students. Part 2 of the MOU governing universal enroll-
ment indicated that a subsequent MOU would address policies including common student reten-
tion, promotion, and discipline practices. No agreement on these issues exists, and some charter 
operators suggest that model variations among charters and traditional schools that are aligned 
with school educational missions, such as length of the school year and culture of discipline, make 
common practices difficult to achieve and enforce.

NPS data from the first rounds of universal enrollment suggest that demand for charter school 
options in Newark remains strong.27 More than half —53.3 percent—of 10,974 applicants for pre- 
kindergarten to eighth- grade seats requested charter school enrollment; 47 percent of applicants 
selected North Star and 37 percent selected TEAM as one choice. Seven independent charter 
schools were also popular choices. Of the top 12 pre- K–8 schools that students listed as their 
first choice, five were charter schools, and of the top 12 pre- K–8 schools getting listed somewhere 
in students’ requests, nine were charter schools. At the high school level, parents also sought to 
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exercise choice: 2,382 of 4,279 high school applicants, or 56 percent, selected district magnets as 
their first choice. Six magnet schools appeared in the top- 12 lists of families’ first- choice high 
schools.28 

Additionally, district data show that about 10 percent of universal applicants were students with 
individualized education plans. And 5,445 students, or 36 percent of applicants, were not in 
transition grades but applied for transfers to new schools. Of these, the vast majority, 84 percent, 
were in grades 1 through 8. 

A common yardstick to evaluate schools
One Newark provides a uniform standard for district and charter schools to measure and report 
student performance, including detailed information about student characteristics and mobil-
ity. Parents and the community should then be able to compare student performance in char-
ter and district schools by the same standards, or “yardstick.” NPS worked with the Newark 
Charter Schools Fund to develop “school family snapshots” or school scorecards containing this 
information for all Newark public schools—district and charter. When updated annually, these 
snapshots can help parents make informed choices about universal enrollment selections. As 
of this writing, 2012–13 snapshots are available on the NPS website,29 reporting student demo-
graphics, student attendance rates, and aggregate scores on college readiness assessments, student 
performance, and growth. Student transfer data for traditional schools are also included in the 
snapshots, though this was not available on snapshots for all charter schools. 

Redirect growth of charter schools
While new charter approvals have slowed statewide in the past three years, the slowdown has 
been dramatic in Newark. The state education agency, the sole authorizer of charter schools, has 
implemented stronger performance standards that have likely affected the percentage of approved 
charter applications. However, we found a widespread belief among charters that Anderson had 
also influenced the slowdown. From Anderson’s appointment through winter 2015, only four 
new charter schools were approved in Newark—two in her first year, a private school converted 
to a charter in 2013–14, and another in 2014. The expansion of charter school enrollment during 
Anderson’s administration has mostly been limited to previously authorized seats. A slowed 
charter growth rate affords the district time to address budgetary and staffing concerns, and to 
increase the number of high- quality traditional school options. 

To redirect the growth of charters to increase the options for neighborhoods in need of high- 
quality schools, the One Newark plan originally called for transferring the management of five 
district schools to charter school operators. Referred to as “charter launches,” the original plan 
for five charter launches was scaled back in February 2014 to four, and another was cancelled in 
June 2014. Three charter launches in the South and West wards of the city opened in the 2014–15 
school year. One charter operator, Newark Legacy, had already been co- located with the tradi-
tional school it took over; students in the traditional school were given priority in the universal 
enrollment system to attend the charter launch. The other two charter launch operators, TEAM 
and North Star, had proven records of improving student outcomes.

This concept generated early controversy among charter schools and in the community. Charter 
operators and advocates were concerned about how this forced operators to take over entire 
schools at once. Many successful charter schools prefer to open schools one grade at a time so 
they can build the school culture with fewer students, then gradually increase the student body 
over several years. 
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But building schools one grade at a time has significant potential drawbacks. In addition to 
creating a slower transition to the point at which all of a failing school’s students have a place 
in a new school, the “one grade at a time” approach creates the challenge of what to do with the 
students in grades not yet served by the charter school. That sets up difficult options, such as 
transferring these students to other schools, with the attendant disruptions for both schools and 
students, or co- locating a shrinking district school and a growing charter school within the same 
building—leading to tension and quality comparisons. Thus some observers call for charters to 
set aside their preference for “one grade at a time” implementation so they can meet student needs 
faster and more smoothly.

The TEAM and North Star launches used “seats” that had already been allocated to charter 
schools by the state, rather than adding new charter seats to the overall Newark number. As 
a result, while the Newark Legacy launch added seats overall, the launches did not result in 
substantial growth in the number of charter seats beyond what the state had initially granted. 
Finally, some charter leaders expressed concern about their limitations in negotiating the terms 
of the launches. The district had already leased school facilities to charter schools contingent 
upon agreements to share data and implement equitable student recruitment policies. To gain 
access to much- needed district space, the potential charter launch operators had to agree to the 
administration’s approach and commit to continuing participation in universal enrollment for 
the duration of the lease term.

The initial controversy subsided, and early indications were that the charter launches opened 
smoothly. Without data about these schools’ outcomes as this report goes to press, it is too early 
to judge the success or future of the launch strategy, though charters leaders generally expect 
encouraging results. The experience in these schools will be closely watched as a centerpiece of 
engagement between the district and the charter sector.

Turning around low- performing schools
The One Newark plan includes a strategy for turning around the district’s low- performing tra-
ditional schools. Renew Schools are the lowest- performing schools identified by the district for 
turnaround. As of spring 2015, 18 schools had been designated as Renew Schools30 led by princi-
pals selected for their proven ability to improve student outcomes. The Anderson administration 
gave Renew School principals increased flexibility in staff selection and school resource allocation. 
As of this writing, three Renew Schools offered extended school hours and increased social and 
emotional supports to their students. According to the district, of seven K–8 schools in the first 
Renew Schools cohort, the majority demonstrated improvement in student growth on NJ ASK 
state tests in both math and language arts in 2013–14.31 However, state report cards show Renew 
Schools still lagged behind peer schools in the state on student proficiency: only one of the first 
seven K–8 schools increased the number of students proficient in math and language arts in the 
2013–14 school year.32 One Renew School, Quitman Elementary, has received attention for using 
technology in new ways to enhance student learning,33 suggesting that use of test scores alone 
may be too limited a measure to assess the impact of the Renew School strategy at this early stage 
of implementation.

Facilities
As part of One Newark, the district completed a comprehensive assessment of the use and quality 
of district schools in each of the city’s five geographic communities, known as wards, includ-
ing the condition of facilities. The One Newark plan details ward- by- ward plans for future use, 
improvement, or divestment of all school buildings. 
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In addition to using charter launches as a means of directing charter schools to neighborhoods 
with few or no high- quality schools, the district has worked to develop better leases for charter 
operators occupying district facilities. These leases are intended to offer stability over a long 
period, with automatic renewals that save time and staff resources for both the district lessor 
and the charter operator lessee. Automatic renewability also makes it easier to finance the lease, 
though restriction of building use to school purposes may render the leases less attractive to lend-
ers, making it difficult to finance costly renovations for some operators, especially independent 
charter operators. 

Nonetheless, access to district facilities continues to motivate charter operators, and the district 
has been able to capitalize on the charter sector’s growth needs to engage charters in initiatives 
such as universal enrollment and charter launches. 

Effective teacher in every classroom

As charters educate a larger share of the city’s students, the district’s payment to charter schools 
increases. But the district’s revenue has remained relatively static for the past five years while fixed 
costs have increased.34 Hence funds available to the district have declined, forcing it to reduce 
spending. With teacher salaries and benefits making up a significant portion of the district’s 
operating budget, NPS anticipated a need to eliminate about 30 percent of teaching positions 
from 2014 to 2017.35 But under the “last in, first out” (LIFO) law, NPS asserts it would lose at 
least 20 percent of its most highly rated teachers in quality- blind layoffs. 

The One Newark plan had included a strategy to link layoffs to teacher effectiveness, retaining the 
most effective teachers regardless of their seniority. Anderson submitted an “equivalency waiver” 
to the state, requesting an exemption to the LIFO policy so that the district could consider 
teacher quality alongside years of service. To date, the state has not responded to this request. 

One Newark aligns with other state and district efforts to improve the quality of instruction 
and teaching. In June 2012, the New Jersey legislature enacted Teach NJ,36 signed by Governor 
Christie in August 2012 and effective for the 2012– 13 school year. TeachNJ revised the state sys-
tem that tied tenure to teacher performance rather than longevity. Newark created a new teacher 
contract with a performance- based salary system, which uses a new evaluation system aligned 
with TeachNJ. It promises to increase the number of high- quality teachers over time, and early 
indications suggest that fewer ineffective teachers and more effective teachers are staying in the 
classroom since the contract was ratified.

Teacher contract
In November 2012, the Newark Teachers Union (NTU) ratified a three- year teacher contract37 
that it negotiated with the district over two years. Supported by 62 percent of the 3,200 mem-
bers who voted (out of a membership of 4,500), the contract marked a shift from a traditional 
step- and- lane system, in which pay awards are determined according to years of experience and 
advanced degrees. A new universal scale that applies to all teachers replaced multiple salary scales 
that accounted for differences in level of education. Teachers were given 90 days to opt in to the 
universal salary scale or remain on the old scale. Merit- based bonuses are awarded to teachers with 
the highest effectiveness ratings on the district’s new teacher evaluation system; teachers working 
in the most challenging schools; and teachers teaching hard- to- staff subjects (such as science and 
math). Teachers must demonstrate their effectiveness before earning a pay increase, equivalent to 
a step up the salary scale (see “Teacher Compensation in NPS,” pages 36–37). 
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Teacher Compensation in NPS

A key piece of the district’s reform strategy is providing an effective teacher in every classroom. The new teacher 
contract is intended to provide the district with a means for rewarding and retaining the most effective teachers and 
giving ineffective teachers incentives and supports to improve. 

Universal salary scale
Under prior contracts, NTU members were compensated according to various salary scales based on educational 
attainment. The new salary scale is a single scale that applies to all teachers regardless of the degrees they hold. All 
teachers with bachelor of art degrees were required to move to the new salary scale. Teachers with advanced degrees 
were allowed to choose whether to move to the new scale. Teachers hired after the ratification of the 2012 contract 
were placed on the new scale. Initial step placement on the scale is based on experience. 

Performance- based compensation
Under the prior contract, teachers received raises every year regardless of performance. Under the new contract, 
compensation is tied to performance, which is evaluated on a new ratings scale aligned with the district’s new teacher 
evaluation system. Teachers are evaluated on four levels: highly effective, effective, partially effective, and ineffective 
(see “Teacher Evaluation System” on page 38). 

Teachers receive raises, or move up the universal salary scale, based on their rating.

 § Teachers rated highly effective or effective can move up one step. 

 § Teachers rated partially effective may move up at the district’s discretion. 

 § Teachers rated ineffective remain on their current step. 

 § Teachers rated ineffective or partially effective who are rated effective or highly effective the next year 
get a one- time stipend worth 50 percent of the difference between their new step and old step.

Teachers who earn a rating of highly effective in classroom performance (based on student test scores, evaluations, 
and a new system of peer review) earn merit bonuses according to the criteria below.

 § $5,000 if rated highly effective.

 § $7,500 if rated highly effective and teach in a hard- to- staff subject.

 § $10,000 if rated highly effective and work in one of the district’s lowest quartile schools.

 § $12,500 if rated highly effective, teach in a hard- to- staff subject, and work in one of the district’s lowest 
quartile schools.

Bonuses are also given to teachers who improve their rating evaluation and move up from a partially effective to an 
effective rating. 

Teachers receiving ineffective ratings for two successive years face tenure revocation charges and job loss in accor-
dance with changes to the state’s tenure system. The TeachNJ Act mandates tenure charges against teachers rated 
ineffective or partially ineffective in one year and ineffective the next. Charges against teachers rated ineffective or 
partially ineffective in one year and partially effective the next may be brought at the district’s discretion.38 According 
to NPS, in the 2013–14 school year, all Newark teachers with ineffective ratings for two successive years received tenure 
charges.39 Nineteen percent of teachers evaluated as ineffective for two years at the end of the 2013–14 school year 
have left the district. Others are currently awaiting the outcome of arbitration.

 Continued



37
tH

e a
N

d
er

So
N

 a
d

m
iN

iStr
atio

N
 r

eSPo
N

Se

Early Lessons from Newark’s Experience with Charter SchoolsEarly Lessons from Newark’s Experience with Charter Schools

To review implementation of the evaluation system, the teacher contract established a Peer 
Oversight Committee with five union and five district representatives. The Peer Oversight 
Committee is responsible for overseeing peer validators, independent observers provided by an 
external education consulting firm, who check the validity of NFET teacher ratings. Stakeholders 
see peer validation as critical in safeguarding the objectivity and legitimacy of the teacher eval-
uation process. In addition, principals may attend teacher observations conducted by peer vali-
dators, and participate in feedback sessions with peer validators and teachers, which create addi-
tional opportunities for dialogue with teachers in cases of disputed ratings.

Teacher’s Compensation in NPS (Continued)

Number and amounts of performance bonus payments to teachers, School years 2012–13 and 2013–14

Highly Effective: 
Bonus of $5,000

Highly Effective and 
Hard- to- Staff Subject: 
Bonus of $7,500

Highly Effective and  
in Lowest-  Performing 
School: Bonus of $10,000

Highly Effective and in  
Hard- to- Staff Subject and in 
Lowest- Performing School: 
Bonus of $12,500 Totals

#
Total 

amount #
Total 

amount #
Total  

amount #
Total  

amount #
Total  

amount

2012–1340 102 $510,000 41 $307,500 30 $300,000 17 $212,500 190 $1,330,000

2013–1441 119 $595,500 41 $307,500 33 $330,000 9 $112,500 202 $1,345,000

Rewards for advanced training
NTU and NPS also agreed to compensation for completion of a “district- approved program (e.g., a Master’s degree 
or other program)” with tuition reimbursement up to $20,000—$10,000 payable upon completion of the approved 
program, and the remainder payable following three years of service to the district after the program. Both the union 
leadership and district agree that compensation for advanced professional education should be based on completion 
of coursework that is aligned with improving student outcomes and teacher performance in the subject matter taught, 
rather than attainment of any advanced degrees or accreditation. Part of the $18 million earmarked in the contract 
budget for performance bonuses was set aside to cover this compensation. As of this writing, the district has approved 
Relay GSE as a district- approved teacher certification program and is seeking additional providers.

Rewards for teaching in turnaround environments
The new contract maintains additional compensation paid to teachers who agree to teach in low- performing schools 
designated as part of the district’s turnaround strategy. But the new contract provides the district with flexibility 
to negotiate teacher stipends with all turnaround schools at once, rather than negotiating individual contracts with 
schools to pay teachers for each extended instructional hour.

Impact
Early data suggest that the contract is having the intended effect of keeping effective teachers in the district. Between 
the 2013–14 and 2014–15 school years, 94 percent of teachers with the highest rating, and 92 percent of teachers with 
the second- highest rating, stayed with the district. In contrast, 62 percent of teachers with ineffective ratings stayed 
with the district.
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The new contract also allows the district to negotiate different arrangements for low- performing 
district schools in its Renew School strategy. Prior to the 2012 contract, the district conducted 
individual negotiations with each Renew School for hourly contracts to pay teachers for extended 
instructional hours and professional development time. The new contract allows the district to 
designate up to 10 Renew schools per year and negotiate teacher stipends for all schools at once.

The Foundation for Newark’s Future financed the approximately $50 million contract.42 In addi-
tion to $18 million to cover annual merit bonuses over the contract’s three- year term and incentive 
stipends for teachers agreeing to shift to the new universal salary scale, the contract also included 
an agreement that the district pay $30.1 million in retroactive salaries to union members for the 
two years worked under the terms of the lapsed 2009–10 teacher contract. The district expects 
to sustain the performance bonuses after 2015 through cost savings from attrition, reduction of 
surplus and overheads, and removal of ineffective teachers. 

Applauded at ratification by district and national union leadership as a victory for teachers, the 
contract has now moved into the always- messier implementation phase. 

But in terms of its primary objective—giving NPS a way to keep effective teachers—early data 
indicate the contract is having that effect. Between the 2014 and 2015 school years, 94 percent of 
teachers with the highest rating and 92 percent of teachers with the second- highest rating stayed. 
In contrast, 62 percent of teachers with ineffective ratings stayed with the district.43 

Teacher evaluation system
District and state teacher evaluation initiatives predated Anderson’s appointment, but acceler-
ated during her tenure. Beginning in 2009, TNTP (formerly The New Teacher Project) part-
nered with NPS on a number of issues, including teacher evaluation. Since 2010, the statewide 
Educator Effectiveness Taskforce appointed by Governor Christie had been developing recom-
mendations for an evaluation system based on measures of effectiveness that included student 
outcomes. The Anderson administration brought renewed leadership and urgency to Newark’s 
teacher evaluation initiative. Teachers, principals, and other educators convened to hammer out 
key components of the new system. In the 2011–12 school year, NPS piloted Newark’s Framework 
for Effective Teaching (NFET) in seven schools, holding monthly workshops to solicit feedback 
about it.44 Aligned with TeachNJ, the NFET went into district- wide use in September 2012. 
Within three months, the new teacher contract instituting a performance- based salary system 
predicated on NFET became effective. 

NFET identifies and rewards highly effective teachers and supports targeted professional devel-
opment. Unlike the prior evaluation system, NFET assigns summative ratings for use in tenure 
and compensation decisions, and provides multiple opportunities for teachers to receive feedback 
on instructional practice (see “Teacher Evaluation in NPS,” pages 39–40). 

The number and percentage of teachers evaluated under NFET has grown steadily. In the year 
before implementation, only 77 percent of teachers received an annual observation. In 2012–13, 
the first year of implementation, 94 percent of NPS teachers received an annual observation; in 
2013–14, 95 percent did so.45

Early Lessons from Newark’s Experience with Charter Schools
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Teacher Evaluation in NPS

Newark ’s Framework for Effective Teaching (NFET) is the capstone of state and district efforts to improve teacher 
quality, widely considered a prerequisite for increasing student performance. Developed by NPS in concert with 
consultants funded through Foundation for Newark’s Future, the NFET is a comprehensive new teacher evaluation 
system focused on improving teacher practice to boost student outcomes. The NFET rates teachers based on five 
competencies:46

 § Lesson Design & Focus: Students sustain focus on a specific standards- aligned objective that moves 
them toward mastery.

 § Rigor & Inclusiveness: Instructional strategies challenge all students and provide multiple pathways to 
mastery. 

 § Culture of Achievement: A learning- focused environment of shared high expectations promotes 
mastery.

 § Student Progress Toward Mastery: Students show evidence of, and teachers monitor, growth.

 § Commitment to Excellence: The teacher demonstrates a commitment to excellence and to the 
professional growth of his/her school and peers.

Principals assign points for each competency based on classroom observations, unit plans or student work (artifacts), 
and quantitative student performance data collected throughout the year. Teachers’ tenure status and prior effec-
tiveness ratings determine the number of required observations, as stipulated in the state’s guidelines. The NFET also 
requires principals to hold goal- setting conferences, as well as annual reviews. Classroom observations and confer-
ences provide multiple opportunities for feedback on instructional practice and recommendations for professional 
development. 

The NFET computes a summative rating at the end of each school year based on teachers’ scores for the five compe-
tencies: highly effective, effective, partially effective and ineffective. Summative ratings affect tenure, compensation, 
and professional development in NPS. 

 § Tenure: In keeping with state requirements under the TeachNJ Act, teachers are eligible for tenure only if 
they receive summative ratings of “effective” or “highly effective” in two of the three years after their first 
year in the classroom. The district files tenure charges for teachers who receive “ineffective” ratings for 
two consecutive years, or whose rating falls from “partially effective” to “ineffective” the following year.

 § Compensation: Under the new teacher contract, “highly effective” teachers are eligible for bonuses. 
(See “Teacher Compensation in NPS,” page 36)

 § Professional Development: Supports were put in place for teachers in the bottom two performance 
tiers. Each teacher rated “partially effective” or “ineffective” must develop a Corrective Action Plan to 
address areas for improvement. Principals must conduct an additional observation for these teachers to 
assess progress and provide feedback.  
 Continued
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Teacher’s Evaluation in NPS (Continued)

 § Peer review: Teachers rated ineffective or partially effective may request an additional observation 
conducted by a peer validator. Peer validators are independent, non- NPS administrators currently 
managed by ReVision Learning, an education consulting firm. Observations conducted by peer 
validators are used only to ensure that principals are issuing fair and consistent ratings. The NFET 
provides a rebuttal process for teachers who think their summative rating does not reflect their 
performance. The assistant superintendent or his or her designee reviews the evaluation materials 
submitted by the teacher and principal, and has the discretion to change the overall rating.47

Results
Prior to the NFET, 95 percent of teachers in Newark were rated effective,48 and surveys revealed that teachers viewed 
evaluation as a punitive process rather than an opportunity to improve instructional practice.49

Teacher Evaluation Ratings Breakdown for 2011–12, 2012–13 and 2013–1450

Highly Effective Effective Partially Effective Ineffective
2011–12 17% 69% 10% 4%

2012–13 11% 69% 16% 4%

2013–14 11% 74% 12% 3%
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What’s Next for Newark   

The district is well into implementation of One Newark and seeing some successes, 
while still hitting some bumps along the way. 

Universal enrollment is underway for 2015–16 with the district as administrator. The majority 
of the Newark charter sector is participating in universal enrollment. But charter operators are 
contemplating advocating for transferring administration to a neutral third party in the future 
due to ongoing challenges with NPS implementation and capacity, as well as a recognition of 
both the concessions to their autonomy and the potential conflicts of interest created by the 
largest member of the universal enrollment consortium controlling the process. 

The district continues to reduce its teaching force using the tools provided in the new teacher 
contract and teacher evaluation system. Recent data suggest that the 2012 teacher contract may 
already be helping the district shed ineffective teachers, which the district says will help improve 
schools. But some teachers have challenged the district’s revocation of tenure under the state’s 
revised tenure law using the first year’s data, arguing that the first year was a pilot year without 
stakes attached. Decisions favoring challengers will increase costs to the district both in terms 
of staff resources and budget.

The district also contemplates support for terminated employees who worked in non- teaching 
positions. According to district reports, plans are being developed and partners identified to help 
execute a job- retraining and continuing education program for displaced workers.

The trajectory of district reform more broadly pivots on how the district progresses in the wake of 
Cami Anderson’s resignation from the superintendency in July 2015. Former N.J. Commissioner 
of Education Chris Cerf stepped in, pledging to continue improving schools while overseeing 
a transition of authority back to the elected school board.  As this report goes to press, it is still 
too early to say in what direction Cerf will take the district, and how his leadership, and the 
transition to local control, will affect the district and charter sector. 
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Equally significant is the sustainability of the reforms that have been undertaken. When philan-
thropists invested in Newark, they had the sustainability of reforms as a primary objective, so 
they anticipated that most changes would continue without significant additional national funds. 
Local foundations continue their ongoing support of education reform initiatives. But as planned, 
philanthropists will have committed $200 million in Newark by the end of 2015, and Foundation 
for Newark’s Future will wind down shortly thereafter. Newark Charter School Fund is in its 
second funding phase; another funding phase would have to be approved and supported by the 
fund’s broader philanthropic network. 
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Lessons for Other Cities   

Leaders elsewhere with growing charter sectors will face the same set of issues as 
Newark. What can they learn from its experience so far? Here we outline some of the key ques-
tions, considerations, and lessons others can use.

  How can a city plan effectively for a mix of charter and traditional 
district seats? 

In an ideal setting, governance and policy align to support a mission. In urban education, that 
means aligning governance and policy so that all decisions lead to improved learning outcomes 
for all children.

The Newark case highlights two areas of potential misalignment. First, as in many cities, the 
planning and governance system is not designed with the citywide perspective in mind. For 
example, rapid charter growth without attention to matching school locations to need; consider-
ation of the impact charter growth will have on a district’s financial infrastructure and quality of 
teachers; strategies to ensure that special student populations are well served; and consideration of 
the impact on a city’s financial and employment health can lead to serious challenges. At the same 
time, putting all planning power in the hands of school districts is not usually legally feasible, 
and will likely squelch healthy charter growth. Many interested parties in Newark—including 
Anderson—agreed that NPS is in a difficult position trying to plan for charter growth while 
fighting to survive. Though one could imagine a district superintendent remaining agnostic about 
which sector, charter or traditional, provides seats over time, that is a tall order for someone 
whose job is to operate the district’s traditional schools. The result is a system in which no one’s 
interests are fully aligned with the quest for high- quality schools for all of the city’s students.

The question of where that kind of mission- driven governance could sit is the essential question 
in many urban areas around the country. Cities have tried a variety of arrangements, including 
mayoral control and state control. But these models consist mainly of changing who is in charge 
of the conventional system, not altering the broader governance system in which both charter 



44

leSSo
N

S Fo
r

 o
tH

er
 c

itieS

Early Lessons from Newark’s Experience with Charter Schools

and traditional district schools coexist. For that, a city may consider other governance options 
that fit its political and governance context51 but keep the focus on students, provide flexibility for 
innovation and changing circumstances, and allow the district flexibility to right- size its budget 
while protecting teacher and leader quality.

Such arrangements could help governance align with the aim of creating great school options. But the 
Newark case also reveals a second dimension of misalignment—a disconnect between state and dis-
trict policies. The state appointed Anderson with a mandate to pursue transformative district reform. 
Anderson executed a sweeping reform plan that, if sustained and successful, will achieve what the 
state has not been able to in 20 years of control. But some state policies pose challenges for the district.

The state law protecting public employees from dismissal based on seniority places a significant 
constraint on her plan, which could stymie efforts to increase teacher quality and effectiveness 
and improve education results for all students. While the district awaits a waiver from this law, 
some teachers who have not demonstrated effectiveness in increasing student achievement remain 
on the district payroll—even if they are not teaching. This diverts funds that may otherwise be 
used to improve schools, reward effective teachers, and serve students. This is inconsistent with the 
state’s interest in district control. The existence of high- quality charter schools creates incentives 
for district schools to improve, but in Newark, the state seniority policy handicaps the district’s 
ability to compete. In effect, the state has both sponsored and limited district transformation. 

These challenges to implementing One Newark highlight the need for state policy to allow, 
encourage, and support the kinds of changes district leaders need to undertake when the char-
ter sector is large and growing. The Newark case also demonstrates how challenges arise when 
governance and policy are disconnected, and how much local factors matter. Newark is a state- 
controlled district, with a state- appointed superintendent, with the state as the sole charter autho-
rizer. Alignment of governance and policy will look different in a district in which the locally 
elected school board is fully accountable for governance and charter schools are accountable to 
various authorizers. These and other legal and policy contexts must be considered in planning 
effectively for a mix of charter and traditional district seats.

  How can leaders engage communities while remaining committed 
to dramatic change? 

Leaders seeking bold change are often wary of “community engagement.” The term brings to mind 
a process that, in an effort to make sure no one objects, leads to incremental changes, not dramatic 
improvement. And no amount of community engagement changes the fact that bold reforms 
engender strong opposition—opposition that is often well- funded and backed by highly skilled 
operatives with deep experience defending the status quo. Change agents, whether they are charter 
school leaders or reform superintendents, are right to be skeptical of vague calls for engagement. 

But a lack of transparent communication and clarity can breed distrust and, ultimately, under-
mine the leaders’ ability to advance or sustain change. Reform leaders have no easy answers when 
it comes to this conundrum. Here, we discuss three lessons growing out of the Newark experience. 

Promote transparent dialogue. 
In Newark, both charter and district leaders acknowledge they could have done more to engage in 
productive dialogue with the community, and with each other. Transparent dialogue and sharing 
of information is a necessary, but insufficient, component of strong engagement. In this section, 
we explore the “necessary” part, then take up “insufficient.” 
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Anderson had been singularly focused on achieving her vision of quality schools for all Newark 
students. She demonstrated bold leadership in pursuing an agenda she was confident would trans-
form Newark schools and improve educational outcomes for all Newark children. But observers 
criticized the district under her leadership for acting first and listening later—for communicating 
decisions that had already been made rather than asking for input in advance. 

The charter sector has had its own engagement missteps. Under the leadership of the NCSF, the 
charter sector has built strong internal lines of communication on issues relevant to the char-
ter community; now, charter leaders want to better explain the broader role of charters to the 
community at large. They hope that participation in universal enrollment will help eliminate 
perceptions that charter schools have greater advantages than traditional schools and employ 
selective practices to admit only the best students. But they also acknowledge the work still 
ahead to promote positive community- wide conversations about the role of charter schools. The 
NCSF recently undertook a campaign to explain that charters are free public schools open to 
all students, and is planning for significantly increased parent- and community- level engagement 
to build stronger trust and awareness of Newark charter schools as the sector continues to grow. 
But this campaign comes late in the already long arc of charter school development in Newark.

Foundation for Newark’s Future has also been challenged in building grassroots understanding 
of its efforts to support district reform. Early attempts to engage the community in conversation 
about education reform were misunderstood, and failed to capitalize on the community momen-
tum following the Zuckerberg grant announcement. Financial support for district- led initiatives 
has also created a close association between the foundation and the district in the eyes of some 
community members that has affected the foundation’s ability to project its own voice. 

District, charter, and philanthropic leaders, therefore, can all take a lesson from the Newark 
experience. The message isn’t that leaders should compromise their principles in the face of com-
munity questions or even opposition. Rather, the lesson is that the bolder the effort, the more 
important up- front and ongoing transparency is to building trust and understanding. A high 
degree of transparency in public outreach, developing and executing plans, and sharing data 
between and among all stakeholders may foster open discussion that lays a foundation for trust, 
even if parties ultimately disagree. “Community engagement” can lead to watered- down reforms, 
but it can also, if done well, help build demand for the dramatic changes many city residents say 
they need and show they want when given the ability to choose their schools.52

Prioritize strategic community engagement. 
Transparent dialogue and information- sharing is necessary but far from sufficient. Opposition to 
reform does not just arise spontaneously from the grassroots. Instead, it is frequently well- funded, 
often in part by unions, and well- organized, and highly intent on protecting self- interests or 
maintaining the leadership or economic status quo. In the face of that kind of force, simply shar-
ing information and seeking input is not sufficient. Instead, leaders need to approach engagement 
like a campaign, with sophisticated public relations strategies designed to increase support for 
change, neutralize opponents, and capitalize on early wins to build momentum for what’s next. 
In particular, leaders need to figure out how to engage and amplify the voices of supporters, espe-
cially those of parents who have exercised choice and demonstrated their desire for high- quality 
school options with their feet. This kind of campaign costs money and requires deep expertise. 
Funders of reform efforts may sometimes shrink from bankrolling such a campaign, but they do 
so at the risk of weakening the prospects for success.
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Develop local partners to build community trust.
The hard work of implementing change is often complicated when it is seen as being done by out-
siders—even if the community demands change. In Newark, critics of Cami Anderson decried 
her as an agent of the state who did not understand or listen to what the community wanted. 
After three years in Newark, and despite her own background in community organizing and prior 
involvement in Newark, she was not able to shed her outsider status.

National funders supporting Newark have been somewhat more effective at gaining commu-
nity credibility. By establishing local organizations—Newark Charter School Fund in 2008 and 
Foundation for Newark’s Future in 2010—national funders created a base for engaging with local 
stakeholders, including local charter operators, the district, and local funders. An on- the- ground 
presence and partnerships forged with local funders who had long focused on improving educa-
tional opportunities for Newark’s children lent these organizations initial local credibility, and 
gave them a way to learn the local landscape. But whether NCSF and FNF have been successful 
in mitigating the “outsiders coming in” image is debatable. Generally, local funders credit the 
Newark- based leaders of Newark Charter School Fund and Foundations for Newark’s Future 
for integrating efforts into the community and view them as partners and valued resources. But 
in any city blending national and local funding, it is always advisable to be on the lookout for 
potential divergence between national and local funders’ agendas and for community perceptions 
that outsiders are running the show. 

  What other strategic concerns arise in cities with large and growing 
charter sectors?

Have a strategic plan in place up front and early on.
Most communities seeking systemic change need money to make those changes happen. In 
Newark, collaboration among philanthropists created an unprecedented, coordinated flow of 
funds to the community. But even $200 million over five years is a relatively small amount of 
funds given a district annual budget of nearly $1 billion—and as many stakeholders observed, 
money alone is not enough. The discretionary application of these funds magnifies its potential 
impact, so having a strategic plan in place when funds are allocated to support change is critical. 
Several stakeholders implied that reform initiatives were started without sufficient planning and 
relied more on specific dynamic leaders, particularly former mayor Cory Booker, to bring them 
to fruition. Some observers opined that the Zuckerberg grant in particular was announced before 
enough thoughtful planning and stakeholder engagement had been carried out, creating false 
expectations about how the money would be spent. Despite FNF publicizing its spending on its 
website, a lack of communication and understanding about the initiatives that were supported led 
to the question, “where did the money go?” Local and national media coverage intensified this, 
creating a lasting impression that the funds granted to Newark were not spent well.

Newark also demonstrates the importance of having a strategic plan early on. In Newark, the stra-
tegic plan crystallized even as some initiatives were being implemented. Zuckerberg’s intention 
to give local leaders flexibility in developing a plan contributed, ironically, to perceptions that an 
overall strategic plan was lacking. 

Maximize the power of collaboration.
In Newark, two instances of collaboration netted the community significant resources to improve 
educational opportunities. Collaboration among national philanthropies that focused on charter 
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growth resulted in a significant infusion of grant funds allocated through the Newark Charter 
School Fund to increase and improve the quality of existing charter school options in the first 
phase of funding, and then to continue to expand the number of high- quality charter seats avail-
able to Newark students and strengthen sector quality in the current second phase. Collaboration 
between philanthropists and political leaders resulted in a second infusion of significant grant 
funds allocated through Foundations for Newark’s Future, Newark Charter School Fund, and 
NewSchools Venture Fund to ensure high- performing school options for Newark students, 
whether charter or traditional district schools. In both instances, the initial grant attracted addi-
tional grants, from national and local funders.

Know the politics and have a strategy for engagement.
While a whole community may share the same goal, leaders may disagree on how to get there—
and communities can change their leaders with every election. As one observer we interviewed 
noted, leaders come and go, limiting their ability to effect lasting change. Thus getting to the 
goal requires transcending the politics of elections, and creating a strong coalition for change 
that can outlast the turbulence of urban politics. In our increasingly polarized political culture, 
neutralizing politics is not realistic. Those who want change must be knowledgeable about the 
political currents and exert leadership by capitalizing on those dynamics. 

Outsiders coming to lead change must especially understand the community’s history and con-
cerns. In Newark, where the school district has been under state control for 20 years and the 
city has a recent history of outsiders holding leadership positions, committed individuals and 
organizations who have come in to improve education opportunities for all of the city’s stu-
dents underappreciated the sense of disenfranchisement and lack of control the community felt. 
Even Anderson—a former teacher educated at Harvard and Berkeley, with significant reform 
credentials from working as a Teach for America- NY executive director, chief program officer 
for New Leaders for New Schools (now known as “New Leaders,” responsible for training new 
reform- driven principals), and official in the administration of reform- minded New York City 
Chancellor Joel Klein, with close ties to Newark’s Cory Booker (whose 2002 mayoral campaign 
she helped lead), and a multiracial family background—was not able to neutralize completely 
the two strikes against her in the minds of some: that she is white and was an agent of the state. 

In the 2014 mayoral election, despite evidently high demand for charter school seats, Newark 
nonetheless elected a mayor viewed as anti- charter and opposed to many of the reforms that 
Anderson pressed. On- the- ground observers told us that the election was not a referendum on 
charters as portrayed by national media outlets; rather, Newark voters chose someone they knew 
well and perceived as one of them—someone who understood their discontent with a wide range 
of policies, not just those related to charter schools.

The Newark experience suggests that building support for change that is grounded in under-
standing the local political landscape will not only help leaders of change understand community 
desires and interests, but also create a force that can ride the constant tide of changing leadership. 

Cultivate operators willing and able to take on failing schools and serve all students. 
One concept within One Newark is the “charter launch”—essentially, a charter operator assum-
ing operation of a struggling district school. In New Orleans, charter schools came to operate 
almost all city schools partly through a similar approach. This strategy presents significant chal-
lenges, though, especially in the lack of a strong supply nationally of charter organizations that 
are both high- performing and willing to take on failing schools, and if—as in Newark—taking 
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them on means all grades at once rather than gradually. A city serious about turning over existing 
schools to high- performing charters needs a deliberate strategy to build the supply of such oper-
ators and develop accountability measures that accurately track turnaround improvement. This 
strategy could be a combination of recruiting operators from other cities with a track record and 
interest in such takeovers; investing in the capacity of local high- performing operators to take 
over failing schools; incubating new providers whose mission is to engage in these takeovers; and 
productively engaging school communities about the change.

A related and broader point is the importance of having a charter sector that, as it scales up, truly 
serves all types of students. While data show that Newark charter schools collectively enroll high 
percentages of low- income and minority students (see Figure 5, page 27), NPS has repeatedly 
raised the concern that today’s charter sector does not truly serve all students, because among low- 
income and minority populations it enrolls a more advantaged student body, and because student 
mobility tends to leave them with even more advantaged students over time. While NPS does 
not have data to quantify this concern, it is a real issue for growing charter sectors throughout 
the country. As with seeking a supply of operators willing to take over failing schools, city leaders 
would do well to cultivate operators that are particularly eager to serve all comers, both at initial 
enrollment and going forward. Attempting to regulate existing providers along these lines could 
yield some gains, but full access to the charter sector is much more likely if a significant segment 
of the charter market is deeply committed to access.

Balance growth of success and innovation.
Newark hosts two successful and high- performing CMOs, TEAM (KIPP) and North Star 
(Uncommon Schools). These schools are in demand and will continue to expand enrollment, 
but cities need a diverse set of school models to meet all student needs. Many of Newark’s inde-
pendent charter schools bring valuable innovation, diversity, and local credibility within the com-
munity. But to date, the lowest- performing charter schools in Newark have been these so- called 
“mom- and- pops.” A balance lies somewhere between “letting a thousand flowers bloom” and 
supporting only the growth of two high- performing CMOs. Cities need to have a smart strategy 
that lets successful charter networks grow while cultivating new but strong start- ups. 

Collaborate with other cities and districts.
As more cities develop large charter sectors and face similar challenges, they can learn much 
from one another. Case studies like this can help, but they aren’t a substitute for true networks 
of practitioners. Networks of leaders in similar roles, such as charter leaders, superintendents, 
or funders, and networks of leaders across roles, such as superintendents and funders, or charter 
leaders and superintendents, both offer valuable resources.
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Conclusion   

Over time these lessons may reveal the “roadmap” we said at the outset was lacking in 
this new territory. In the meantime, together, they provide useful guidance for charter leaders, 
district leaders, funders, and policymakers joining this frontier of charter school growth. 
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